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Wizard


Prologue


Byron heard the trumpets and sat up straight, a jolt of fear wracking his body. Had he imagined that? No, now there were drumbeats, too.

He got to his feet, grabbed his staff, and ran into the corridor. Reaching the tower, he hurried up the steps, emerging on the roof. This location afforded him the best view of the land surrounding the castle. And there could be no mistaking what he saw below: an entire army marching toward them. Wearing Fosland’s uniforms and flying its flag. Then he spotted the rider leading the troops and blanched. He’d recognize that witch’s flaming red hair anywhere.

Byron had enjoyed his life as a court mage. Stanbridge was a small princedom, and its location held no strategic value; the prince was a peaceful man with no tyrannical impulses. But Byron knew that the quiet life he loved so much had just reached its end. Stanbridge had no standing army.

As one of the prince’s top advisers, it was his solemn duty to evacuate the royal family from the castle in the face of imminent death. But he had a deeper responsibility to fulfill first—to the university and ultimately to the entire continent. Fosland didn’t share a border with Stanbridge. So there was only one reason High Prince Henry would send an army here.

Byron had begged his prince to send the artifact to the university to be destroyed many times over the years, starting the day he’d been assigned here and learned of the object’s existence. But the prince refused. Always. The artifact was a family heirloom, passed down for generations, and he wouldn’t be the one to surrender it.

Thankfully, the prince had never asked Byron to use it. Not that the wizard would have had the first clue what to do with the thing. And luckily, the prince’s ancestors and their mages had seen fit to hide it out of plain sight. But Byron was no fool; that was Nineve out there. It was only a matter of time before the witch would find the thing and take it to Henry.

There was only one thing Byron could do. He had to send a messenger to the university to warn the governors. Hopefully, they could dispatch someone to retrieve the artifact before it was too late.


Chapter 1
Ambush


Mira gazed down the road, back the way they’d come. It was nighttime, the twin crescent moons providing the only light. There was movement, but it was still far off, and she couldn’t tell for sure who or what it was. But it sounded like a group of people on horseback moving quickly toward them. Her mount snorted nervously.

“We should get off the road and let them pass, my lady,” said Oscar. He was one of the three soldiers her father had sent with her on this journey. The other two stood by him, staring into the distance, their expressions grim.

“Oh, for heaven’s sake, would you please stop addressing me that way?”

Oscar had been a member of her father’s guard for a couple of years now, but he’d been her closest friend for far longer than that.

“I’m afraid not, my lady,” he replied with a grin. “We must observe protocol when we’re on duty.”

Heaving a sigh, she followed the men toward the trees. They positioned their horses to keep themselves between her and the road and drew their swords. Mira grasped her wand but kept it concealed beneath her cloak. Within minutes, she could see that about a dozen riders were approaching. As they came closer, she realized they were soldiers, but their colors and sigil were not those of the local princedom.

“Identify yourselves,” one of the men demanded, separating from the others as they came to a halt. He took in her guards’ weapons but did not draw his own.

“You first,” said Oscar, his tone calm but confident. “You display Fosland’s banner, but this is Oxcart unless our map is out of date.”

The soldier grasped the handle of his sword but still didn’t draw it. “I don’t recognize your uniforms. You must be from somewhere faraway—what brings you to this area?”

“We are from Blacksand, in the northwest of Dorshire, where we serve the Lord Grisham of Graystone. Our business here is our own, but I assure you it doesn’t concern you.”

The soldier locked eyes with Mira for a moment and nodded. “We are seeking an outlaw who escaped from us in Stanbridge. His trail disappeared in Oxcart Town, but witnesses there told us they saw him fleeing this way up the road. Have you seen him?”

“We left the town ourselves just before sunset,” Oscar told him. “But you are the first people we have encountered since then. I’m sorry we can’t help you.”

The soldier turned to look back at his comrades, and Mira gasped, noticing their wizard for the first time. The man was a giant mass of flesh with wild hair and a graying beard that hung to his waist. His staff looked more like a tree trunk than the slender rods most mages favored. For a moment, Mira felt a tingle down her spine and guessed that he must have cast some sort of spell, but the sensation stopped, and nothing else happened. He nodded, the motion barely perceptible, and turned to speak with one of the others.

“Very well,” the soldier said to Oscar. “Keep an eye out for him; our prince has offered a reward for his safe return. But beware—he’s sneaky and dangerous.” He guided his horse back to the rest of the group, and they resumed their course to the north.

“Let’s slacken our pace,” Oscar suggested as they returned to the road. “I do not wish to encounter them again—Fosland’s forces do not belong in Oxcart or Stanbridge. Their story about seeking an outlaw does not ring true.”

“No, it certainly doesn’t,” Mira agreed. “Part of me feels like we should go back and warn the prince of their intrusion, but I think I’d prefer to keep going.”

They’d been on the road for many weeks now, and based on the information her father’s envoy had given them, they’d expected to find the wayfarers camped right outside of the town. But upon their arrival, a couple of locals told them that the troupe had moved on earlier that same day. Mira still hoped to catch up to them that night. The moons provided enough light for them to travel.

“Well, they didn’t seem too interested in us,” said Harry, one of the other guards.

“And a good thing that is—their mage had a sinister look about him,” added Thomas, the third guard.

“An understatement,” Mira told him. “That was Gunthar.”

“I thought so,” said Oscar, his expression dark. “But that’s the first time I’ve seen him. Matches his description well enough.”

“Never heard of him,” said Harry. “Who is he?”

“One of High Prince Henry’s mages,” Oscar replied. “He’s got a nasty reputation, that one.”

“High Prince Henry?” asked Thomas. “What makes him a high prince?”

“He’s annexed two neighboring princedoms,” Oscar explained. “That’s the title he’s taken as a way of placing himself above the other princes. Rumor has it he’s planning on conquering the rest of Maeda and restoring the old kingdom.”

“Which could explain his presence here and in Stanbridge,” Mira noted. “Perhaps the rumors are true. Although it would take more than twelve men to sack a princedom.”

“And why is Gunthar so bad?” asked Harry. “He looked like a fat slob to me.”

Thomas sniggered. “Aye, he did—I think I spotted a bit of mutton in his beard.”

“He’s a fat slob who was expelled from the university and arrested for raping and murdering three young witches,” said Mira.

“He’s Henry’s attack dog,” Oscar added. “Sends him in whenever he needs someone killed. Not much for brains, I’m told, but Henry doesn’t pay him to think.”

“I fear he did something when their soldier was talking to us,” said Mira. “Some sort of magic—I could feel it, but I couldn’t identify the spell.”

“Let’s hope he didn’t realize that you’re a mage,” Oscar replied. “Henry’s always looking to add to his stable.”

Mira knew he was right and shivered slightly. The thought of Henry capturing her was terrifying; every holding on the continent had heard of him and the tyranny he inflicted upon his people. Most princes had two or three mages on staff, but Henry had assembled a small army of them. The university had issued an alert that he was abducting wizards and witches who crossed his lands. Mira had been glad that there would be no reason to enter his territory on this journey. But now, this encounter had her worried. She hoped they would reach their destination before running into the Foslanders again.

They continued for several minutes in silence. Mira’s thoughts returned to the wayfarers and her imminent reunion with the troupe. In particular, she thought of Khaldun, and her heart skipped a beat. She’d dreamed about seeing him again since the day she left for her father’s holding. But after so many years, she wondered if he’d even remember her. They were older, and he was certain to have lost interest in her long ago, especially in light of the wayfarer lifestyle. The promises they’d made seemed silly now—borne of the childish crushes they’d had for each other. Mira had been only twelve then, and Khaldun just a few months older.

Yet the butterflies in Mira’s stomach persisted. She’d kept her feelings for Khaldun locked away in her heart, nurturing her hope that one day they’d meet again. Much to her father’s chagrin, she’d brushed aside the flirtations of more appropriate and more local suitors. He’d hoped to arrange a mutually advantageous marriage for her to some other lord’s heir, but Mira had refused to play along. The highborn life felt like a prison to her, and she yearned for the freedom of the wayfarers.

Suddenly Thomas made a gurgling sound, bringing his hands to his throat. Mira realized with a start that he had an arrow protruding from his neck. Blood was gushing out of the wound.

“Oscar!” Mira shouted as Thomas fell off his horse; the other two reined in their mounts.

But at that moment, five men stepped out of the trees—the mage, Gunthar, and four Foslander soldiers. One had an arrow nocked in his bow, pointing it at Harry; the others had their swords drawn. Oscar drew his sword as Mira dismounted and moved toward Thomas.

“Not another step,” Gunthar ordered, his voice gravelly. He held his staff in front of him; Mira could feel the power of his spell wash over her. This time, she recognized it, but still, it did nothing. “As I suspected,” he muttered.

“Our prince will hear of this outrage!” Oscar shouted, moving his mount to shield Mira from the archer. “Let us go if you wish to live!” Mira knew this was an empty threat but appreciated the effort.

Gunthar chuckled. “Where is it you’re from again? Blackshit? Crapsand? Practically the other side of the world.”

Another soldier emerged from the trees before Oscar could reply. “Sir, we’ve found the messenger.”

“About time,” Gunthar muttered. “You four, bind the girl. She’s coming with us. Make sure you take her wand. Kill the boys.”

Gunthar followed the new arrival into the forest. The archer shot Harry through the eye; his corpse toppled off his mount.

“No!” shouted Oscar. Then, urging his horse into motion, he swung his sword and decapitated the archer. But as the other three soldiers advanced on him, he took off down the road, leaving Mira with the men.

“Oscar!” she screamed, her heart hammering in her chest. But it was no use; he was gone. What the hell was he doing? Never did she think he’d abandon her like this. What was she supposed to do now? She thought about jumping back onto her horse and galloping off in the other direction, but one of the soldiers grabbed the dead man’s bow and pointed an arrow at her.

“Not so fast, little lady,” he said. Mira realized he was missing his front teeth. “You stay right there.”

“What about the boy?” one of the other soldiers demanded.

“We’ll get him later,” the toothless man said. “It’s this one Gunthar wants.”

Mira grasped her wand inside her cloak. But the instrument was useless to her in this situation.

“Hand it over,” the toothless soldier ordered. “No funny business, or I’ll put this arrow in ya.”

“Gunthar wants me alive.”

“Oh, you’ll live,” he said with a leer. “But it’s gonna be hard to think about your spells with this thing stickin’ outta your leg, I reckon.”

Mira pulled out her wand, holding it out to one of the soldiers. He snatched it from her and handed it to the toothless one while the remaining two pulled out some twine. One tied her wrists together while the other took care of her ankles. The toothless one kept the arrow on her the whole time. Once they’d finished binding her, they removed the pack from one of the horses, tossing it into the trees, and hoisted Mira over the animal’s back in its place. Toothless climbed into the saddle in front of her, the other two mounted the remaining horses, and they headed up the road.

“Where are you taking me?” Mira demanded.

“Fosland eventually,” Toothless replied. “But Gunthar likes to play with the pretty ones for a while before bringing them to His Highness.” He giggled to himself.

Mira felt like she might vomit. She took a few deep breaths, trying to stave off a panic attack. Oscar had left her for dead; it was up to her to get out of this. She tried wriggling her hands free, but the twine was too tight; the only thing she accomplished was chafing her wrists against it.

Though she was pretty sure she could bend and twist her way off the horse, she didn’t see what good it would do. She’d probably hurt herself landing on the packed dirt of the road, and then they’d just throw her back on the horse again. If they passed any other people, she could scream for help, but it was unlikely any locals would come to her aid against three armed soldiers. But maybe they’d run to the local lord to report the situation, and then he could send members of his guard to help.

Of course, it was the middle of the night, so they weren’t likely to encounter many other people…

Suddenly, one of the soldiers screamed in pain and fell off his horse. When he hit the ground, Mira could see that he was bleeding from the head; a large, bloody rock had landed in the dirt next to him.

What the hell?

But a moment later, she spotted Oscar jumping out of a nearby tree. He charged the other soldier, driving his sword through his back. The man spewed blood from his mouth for a moment before toppling to the ground.

“Surrender!” Oscar shouted, brandishing his blade at the toothless soldier. “Leave the girl, and I’ll let you go free!”

“Fuck yourself!” Toothless yelled, kicking his mount into a gallop. They flew down the road, Mira bouncing painfully on the animal’s back; she felt sure she would fall off. The soldier glanced back and said, “Shit.”

Mira looked behind them and saw that Oscar had mounted one of the other horses and was charging after them. She decided now was the time to act. Shifting her weight and twisting, she kicked out hard with both legs. It worked—she’d launched herself right off the horse. She hit the ground hard, feet first, before pitching over sideways and rolling several times in the dirt. Her right hip and shoulder hurt from the impact, but she didn’t think she’d broken anything. Sitting up, she spotted the toothless soldier reining in the horse and turning around. Oscar pulled up next to her, jumping off his mount.

“My lady, are you hurt?” he asked.

“I’m fine—but look out!”

Toothless was charging toward them now, raising his sword for a mighty swing. Mira managed to roll herself away from the road. Looking back, she saw Oscar dart the other way, opposite the toothless soldier’s sword hand. As the man flew past, Oscar stabbed him in the side. The toothless man screamed. His horse slowed to a trot, then stopped as Toothless fell from its back. Oscar ran toward him. The toothless man got to his feet, brandishing his sword in front of him. He swung at Oscar when he approached, but Oscar sidestepped, slicing the back of the man’s knee on the way by. He fell to the dirt, dropping his sword and screaming again. Oscar moved in for the kill.

“You said you’d let me live if I freed the girl!”

“You didn’t free me!” Mira shouted. “I jumped!”

Oscar stabbed the man in the chest. Mira heard his screams falter as Oscar ran over to her. He cut her bonds and helped her to her feet.

“We need to go, my lady. Can you ride?”

Mira nodded. “Yes, but he’s got my wand.”

Oscar went back to the man and removed her wand from his pocket. He returned it to her, and then they each mounted one of the horses and galloped down the road. After a few minutes, there had been no pursuit nor any sign of Gunthar and the rest of the soldiers, so they slowed to a trot to give the horses a break.

“I cannot believe you abandoned me like that!” Mira told Oscar. “Never have I been so terrified!”

“Apologies, my lady,” he replied. “But it was the only way. The odds were stacked against me—it was three on one, with their mage close by. Only by putting some distance between us and getting off the road was I able to ambush them.”

Mira sighed. “You’re right, of course. I should have known you’d save me. Can we go back for the other two horses?”

Oscar shook his head. “I don’t think so. We’ve lost the Foslanders for now, but we’re not out of danger yet. We should try to find the nearest holding. They can protect us and get word of this incursion to the prince.”

“No,” Mira replied. “We should still try to find the wayfarers. Gunthar is no match for Nomad—we’ll be safe with him.”

Oscar nodded. “That would work. And it might be our only choice. Unfortunately, I don’t recall where the next holding might be, and the map was in my pack.”

“I can’t believe they killed Thomas and Harry,” said Mira, her eyes welling up with tears. She hadn’t known them well before their journey, but they’d been her constant companions for the last several weeks.

“I know, my lady,” Oscar agreed. “We will mourn them once we’ve reached safety.”

“Oscar, for the love of the gods, would you stop with the ‘my lady’ bullshit? It’s just the two of us now. Surely, you can call me by my name?”

“I’m sorry, my lady,” he replied, but this time, he wasn’t smiling.

Mira shook her head. They rode in silence for several minutes. But then she spotted a light through the trees up ahead.

“That must be the wayfarer camp,” she said, pointing it out to Oscar.

He stared off into the woods for a moment. “Maybe,” he said finally. “But there’s too much light for campfires.”

“Oh, no,” said Mira, her heart jumping into her throat.

They pushed their horses to a gallop again. But as they drew closer to the source of the light, they slowed down again. Mira’s jaw dropped; she was speechless. The wayfarer camp was in a clearing in the trees, dozens of different-colored tents, maybe a hundred feet from the road—but someone had torched several of them.

Suddenly, someone screamed. Mira spotted a woman running toward them, carrying something in her arms. As she drew closer, Mira realized it was a young child.

“Help me! They’re trying to kill my son!”

The woman’s clothing was ripped, and there was soot on her cheek. Her hair was flying all over the place, and her eyes were wide with terror. Mira looked down at her child. He was lying limp in her arms; he must have been four or five years old. And he was missing half his skull; his mother must have been in shock.

A little scream parted Mira’s lips, and she covered her mouth with one hand, giving Oscar a pleading look.

“Those Foslanders must have done this,” she said. “We have to help!”

Oscar was staring off toward the camp, his brow furrowed in concentration. He glanced at Mira, nodding quickly before setting off and drawing his sword. Mira dismounted and guided the woman into the forest. She instructed her to take cover behind the trunk of a fallen tree, then followed Oscar into the camp.


Chapter 2
Massacre


Khaldun took a swig from his bottle. “This is good mead,” he said, nodding appreciatively. He was sitting on the ground outside his tent, his back against a tree, staring up at the stars, his staff lying nearby. “Sweeter than your last batch.”

“Aye,” Arman replied, taking a drink. He was sitting back against an adjacent tree. “Still not as good as the brewer who taught me. But I’ll take it.”

Khaldun knew he should probably get some rest—Nomad had taken the first watch tonight, and he’d have to relieve him in a few hours. But he was restless. Mira would be arriving any day now, and she was all he could think about.

If he were honest with himself, he hadn’t thought about her much for at least a couple of years. But the memories of their time together were still some of the fondest of his entire life. She’d been his first crush—and his first kiss. He could never have forgotten her entirely. But ever since word had arrived that she was returning to the wayfarers, he found he couldn’t get his mind off of her.

What would she be like now? Would she remember him? How much would she have changed after living among highborn for so long? Mira had always been a little different from the other wayfarers. Her mother, Nareen, harbored high hopes for her daughter. She’d never let anyone forget that Mira’s father was a lord. This had made it difficult for Mira to fit in with the other wayfarer children. Khaldun knew that had been tough on her. Chances were that she hadn’t felt a sense of belonging with her father’s people, either.

“No sign of her yet, then?” Arman said with a knowing look.

“Huh? Who?”

“Mira, who else? You’ve been pining after her for days now.”

Khaldun let out a long sigh. “I haven’t been pining. But you’re right—she hasn’t turned up yet.”

Suddenly, there were noises in the forest. Branches cracking. Footsteps. Someone or something was running through the trees. Then there was a wail—it sounded human. Khaldun jumped to his feet, grabbing his staff and trying to see what had made all the noise, but couldn’t make out anything in the moonlight.

“It’s gone quiet again,” Arman whispered a moment later. He was standing now, too. “Probably just a deer or something.”

“I don’t think so. It sounded like a man—might be those bandits again.”

“This far north?” Arman asked skeptically. “We haven’t seen them since before Oxcart.”

Khaldun took a step toward the trees, but at that moment, a wall of fire erupted out there, and there was a scream. Khaldun could feel the spell’s power from where he stood and had no doubt who’d cast it. He returned his staff to its place against the tent and retook his seat by the tree.

“Well, looks like Nomad took care of them… whoever they are,” said Arman, sitting down and taking a drink from his bottle.

Khaldun sat back for a few minutes, listening to Arman recount the changes he’d made to his brewing technique to improve his mead. But he was alert now; he couldn’t shake the feeling that something was wrong. Then he felt magic in the air—and it wasn’t Nomad’s this time. Getting to his feet, he grabbed his staff again, trying to sense where the spell had come from.

“What is it?” Arman asked nervously, joining Khaldun and gazing out at the forest.

All the torches in the camp went out at once, and Khaldun heard hoofbeats in the distance. Again, there was a scream—coming from inside the camp this time. Khaldun set off at a run, but before he’d gone more than two steps, a horse whinnied behind him, and Arman yelped. Wheeling around, he spotted the two riders. One had impaled Arman in the chest with his sword; the second was nearly on top of Khaldun.

With no time to cast a spell, he dove to the ground, rolling out of the way. Regaining his feet, he called earth and spoke the word of command as he held out his staff. The spell slammed into the rider, knocking him from his horse. He hit the ground with a grunt. The second rider sped off into the camp, and the riderless horse followed him.

Khaldun found Arman lying face down in the dirt. Dropping to his knees, he rolled him onto his back. He gasped when he saw the pool of blood he’d been lying in, and the wound in his friend’s chest.

“Arman!”

But it was no use; his lifeless eyes stared up at the sky. Khaldun felt hot tears streaming down his cheeks, but there was no time to dwell on his loss—the fallen rider was on his feet again, stumbling toward him, brandishing his sword.

Khaldun stood up and called fire. Then, shouting the word of command, he pointed his staff at the soldier and incinerated him from the inside out. The man hit the ground again, wailing for a moment before the flames consumed his entire body.

There was another scream. Khaldun turned in time to see one of the tents burst into flames.

“No!” he shouted, running toward the blaze.

He heard cries coming from inside. Holding out his staff, he called fire—this time to extinguish rather than ignite. He spoke the word of command, and the flames sputtered out. Hurrying inside, he found four children cowering in the far corner behind an older woman. Once he’d made sure they were all right, he rushed out of the tent but stopped in his tracks at the sight before him. Three soldiers on horseback were riding among the tents using their torches to set them ablaze. Cries and screams erupted from inside them; most of their people would have been asleep at this hour, waking now to the flames.

“Hey!” Khaldun shouted, running toward the nearest soldier. The man wheeled his horse around, spotted Khaldun, and charged toward him. Khaldun called earth again, knocking the man from his horse.

But before he could put out the other fires, another soldier emerged from behind one of the tents, only feet away, and lunged toward him with his blade. Khaldun sidestepped, swinging his staff and smashing the man in the back of the head. He hit the ground and dropped his sword; as he scrambled to retrieve his blade, Khaldun called fire, igniting him from within.

Focusing on the three nearest tents, Khaldun called fire again, extinguishing the blazes. One of the riders spotted him and trotted toward him. At the same time, a girl of twelve or thirteen named Karina stepped out of one of the tents, only feet from the soldier. The man grabbed her under the arms and hoisted her onto his horse, right in front of him. Karina screamed.

“Let her go!” Khaldun shouted, holding out his staff and preparing a spell. But the soldier drew a knife and held it to Karina’s throat; the girl went still. “Drop your staff, boy, or I’ll slit her throat.” Karina screamed again. “And you shut your damn mouth!”

“She’s only a girl—whatever you people want, she can’t help you get it. Set her free!”

“Maybe she’s what we want, eh?” the man said with a grin. “Spoils of war. But there are plenty more where she came from, so drop the stick, or I’ll cut her!”

The soldier had his blade pressed against her neck. Even if Khaldun incinerated him, he might kill her before he died; he couldn’t risk it. So instead, he focused on the knife. This might burn the girl’s neck, but she’d live. Summoning fire, he held out his staff and spoke the word of command. The knife grew red-hot in an instant; the soldier shouted in surprise, dropping the weapon. Khaldun called earth next; an invisible force slammed into the man’s torso, throwing him from the horse. But at that moment, the horse reared, neighing loudly; Karina toppled off his back, and the animal ran into the night. Khaldun rushed to the girl’s side, kneeling next to her; she was crying and shaking.

“Are you hurt?” he asked, taking one of her hands.

“N-no,” she replied through her sobs. “I’m all right. Y-you saved me—I was so scared!”

“We’re not out of danger yet,” he told her. “Come on, let’s get you to one of the caretakers.”

Karina nodded. Khaldun helped her to her feet and guided her through the camp. But before they’d gone twenty yards, a ring of fire sprang up around them. The girl screamed; Khaldun could feel the heat of the spell and backed away from the flames. He extinguished them, revealing a giant mage on horseback standing nearby, flanked by two soldiers. Khaldun recognized him immediately: this was Gunthar, one of High Prince Henry’s wizards.

“You must be the sorcerer’s whelp,” Gunthar said, holding his staff before him. “We can’t find him, so you’ll have to do. We’re looking for a messenger who was last seen running for your camp. What have you done with him?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Khaldun replied, although he thought about Nomad’s spell work in the forest earlier and wondered if that had anything to do with this.

“Think harder, boy,” Gunthar said, and suddenly a tongue of fire appeared on the ground, only a foot from Khaldun. He tried to cancel the spell, but the flame persisted; Gunthar’s power far exceeded Khaldun’s. “Things will go very badly for you and your people if you don’t turn him over.”

“I’m telling you I don’t know anything about any messenger!” Khaldun yelled. He gathered all his strength, called earth, and held out his staff, shouting the word of command. His spell should have knocked the wizard from his horse but did nothing. He tried calling fire to ignite him from within, but again, nothing happened.

Gunthar gave a low chuckle. “You’re nothing but a gadfly to me, boy. Now surrender that messenger!”

Khaldun grabbed Karina’s hand. She looked up at him, fear in her eyes. “Run,” he told her, leading her back the way they’d come. But suddenly, a wall of fire erupted before them, twenty feet high. Khaldun tried to cancel the spell, but nothing happened. Pulling up short, he turned toward Gunthar again. The wall of flame grew around them, enclosing them in a semi-circle.

“You’re wasting my time,” the wizard said. “Give me what I want, or I’ll kill you and the little girl.” The soldier on his left raised his bow, pointing an arrow at Khaldun. He knew a spell to make himself invisible and could escape using that, but then they’d kill Karina. Khaldun wracked his brain trying to think of a way out of this. He didn’t know anything about a messenger, but even if he did, Gunthar would probably kill them anyway.

But an instant later, the flames disappeared. Gunthar cried out in surprise. Turning, Khaldun spotted a wayfarer woman standing behind them—the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen, yet she looked only vaguely familiar. She was staring at Gunthar and his soldiers, an expression of steely determination on her face, clutching a wand in her outstretched hand.

“Mira!” Khaldun blurted, needing a second to realize who this was.

Returning his gaze to Gunthar, he called earth, catching the giant wizard off guard and knocking his staff from his hands. Then, with his next incantation, he launched the man off his horse. He fired off two more spells in quick succession to unseat the two soldiers, then turned his attention to Karina and Mira.

“Let’s get out of here before he recovers his staff!” said Mira.

Khaldun nodded. Holding Karina’s hand, he hurried off toward the other side of the camp, Mira close behind. He found Aynoor, one of the caretakers, huddled with several other children outside the large community tent. A few of the men were with them, standing guard.

“Who are they?” Aynoor asked, taking Karina from him. “Why are they doing this?”

Khaldun shook his head. “They’re Foslanders, but I don’t know what they’re doing here—we’re still in Oxcart. They’re looking for a messenger. Have any of you seen Nomad?”

“Not since dinner,” Aynoor said, looking around at the men. They shook their heads.

“We’ve got to find him,” Khaldun replied. “Come on,” he added to Mira.

She nodded, and they set off through the camp.

“The timing of your arrival couldn’t have been much better,” he told her, stealing a glance as they ran. Mira had grown into a woman in her absence. She wore her long, dark hair in a braid, like the wayfarers, and her lips were fuller than he remembered. Catching his glance, she smiled but then averted her dark eyes. Her sly expression triggered so many memories he hadn’t recalled in ages.

Mira told him what had happened on her way to the camp. Khaldun felt a familiar bond with her as she spoke as if their time apart had been erased.

“Where are your guards now?” he asked when she was done.

“Gunthar’s men killed two of them. Oscar is here—he was pulling people out of a burning tent when I left him. Where the hell is Nomad?”

“I don’t know,” Khaldun replied, shaking his head. “But I think he might have found the man they’re looking for. We’ll see if he’s with Badru.”

Badru was the wayfarer leader; his tent was at the far end of the clearing. But they arrived to find it empty.

“Damn,” said Khaldun, gazing back across the camp. A few more tents had gone up in flames; he could hear people screaming and shouting. “I can’t believe Nomad would abandon us like this!”

“Something must have required his attention,” Mira suggested. “Let’s go put out some fires!”

They hurried back across the camp. Together, they managed to extinguish most of the burning tents, but the soldiers ignited more as they worked. But suddenly, some unseen force ripped Khaldun’s staff out of his hand. He turned in time to see Mira’s wand fly out of her grasp. A moment later, something lifted him off the ground, suspending him several feet in the air. The Foslander soldiers emerged from behind the surrounding tents, gathering around them with their swords drawn and driving Mira toward Khaldun.

Khaldun struggled against the spell, trying to free himself and return to the ground, but it was futile. Suddenly Gunthar appeared out of thin air in front of them, holding his staff in one hand, and Khaldun’s staff and Mira’s wand in the other.

“My patience has reached its end,” he told them with a growl. “You can turn over the messenger now, or my men will burn your entire camp to the ground!”

But before Khaldun could reply, a deep voice boomed across the clearing.

“Do so, and you shall perish in your own fire.”

Gunthar started, looking around in fear. The wand and both staves flew out of his hands and vanished; the soldiers’ swords began to glow red, and they dropped them, yelping in pain. Khaldun felt Gunthar’s spell dissolve, and he hit the ground. A hooded man appeared out of nowhere, standing between Khaldun and Gunthar.

“Nomad!” said Mira, relief in her voice.

The soldiers turned and ran; Nomad let them go. Gunthar tried to follow them, but Nomad held out one hand, his fingers splayed, and Gunthar rose a few feet into the air; his legs kept working as if he were still running. Finally, Nomad clenched his outstretched fist, and Gunthar turned in midair, coming face-to-face with the sorcerer but still hovering above the ground.

“If you hurt me, Henry will hunt you down,” Gunthar told him, a look of terror on his face. “He’ll send an army and⁠—”

“Why have you attacked us?” Nomad demanded.

“You have the messenger. Hand him over, and we’ll let you be.”

“I’m afraid you are mistaken,” Nomad replied. “A man from Stanbridge ran through the forest headed north, but he did not enter our camp. I questioned him and let him go on his way.”

Gunthar’s eyes narrowed, his expression skeptical. “And how did he respond to your questioning?”

“He told me he had urgent business with the university. I sensed no deception.”

Gunthar seemed to consider his words for a moment. “In that case, release me, and I’ll be on my way.”

“We’ll see,” said Nomad, turning toward Khaldun and Mira. His skin was golden and metallic-looking, the irises of his eyes red. “Welcome home,” he added to Mira with a smile. “You two should come with me.”

Nomad led them farther into the camp, Gunthar floating along behind them. By the far edge of the clearing, Khaldun spotted a group of men striding toward them. It was the wayfarer leader, Badru, with three of the troupe elders. Badru had a dark complexion, like all the wayfarers, and wore his straight, dark hair in a long ponytail.

“Put him down,” he said as he passed Nomad and approached Gunthar. The sorcerer returned the mage to the ground but used his powers to keep his arms pinned to his side. Badru drew a knife and held it to the wizard’s throat. “You murdered six of our people tonight, including two children. Give me one reason why I should let you live.”

Gunthar only glared at him, saying nothing.

“Say the word, and I will end him,” said Nomad.

Badru kept the blade against the big man’s flesh a moment longer, then said, “Bah. If we kill him, Henry will come after us with a vengeance.” Gunthar grinned. “Let him go—but destroy his staff.” Gunthar’s expression turned into a scowl.

“He’ll seek revenge for this,” Nomad pointed out.

“Better him than Henry,” Badru replied.

Nomad nodded. He held out one hand, and the wizard’s staff materialized in his grip; after a moment, it burst into flames and turned to ash. Gunthar stood there staring at him, his eyes wide.

“Get out of our camp before I change my mind,” Badru told him.

“You will pay for this,” Gunthar told them with his gravelly voice before turning and waddling into the night.

Nomad held out both hands; Khaldun’s staff appeared in one, Mira’s wand in the other. He handed them their instruments.

“Follow him,” Badru said to Khaldun once the mage had moved out of earshot. “Make sure he leaves the camp. Hurt him if he gives you any trouble—but keep him alive. You can take the watch once he’s gone.”

Khaldun nodded.

“You two, come with me,” Badru added to Nomad and Mira. “It’s time to interrogate this messenger.”

Khaldun raised his eyebrows in surprise as he hurried after Gunthar. So they had the Foslanders’ quarry in their possession after all? Maybe that was what had kept Nomad busy. He caught up to Gunthar but kept his distance. Even without his powers, this one could still be treacherous; and he still had command of his soldiers. The mage glanced back at him over one shoulder but kept walking.

“That little slut’s your sweetheart, then?”

“Mind your tongue, or I’ll cut it out,” said Khaldun.

“Try it and see what happens, boy.”

Khaldun glowered at him but said nothing more.

“Where did you find her?” the wizard asked.

“We didn’t find her. She grew up with our people.”

Gunthar grunted. “Well, she ain’t no normal mage. You get tired of her, take her to the high prince. He’d pay a nice reward for that one.”

“What the hell are you talking about? Of course, she’s a normal mage.”

“Ask her about it. See what she says.”

Khaldun walked in silence for a minute, trying to puzzle out what might be different about Mira, but could think of nothing.

“Anyway, that monster wouldn’t give me a reward—he’d just enslave both of us.”

Gunthar chuckled. “Aye, he probably would.”

They found Gunthar’s remaining men gathered by the side of the road. Khaldun kept his distance while the mage conferred with them for a minute before heading off. He made himself invisible and followed them for a couple of miles to make sure they weren’t coming back, then returned to the camp.


Chapter 3
The Messenger


Mira followed Nomad and Badru across the camp.

“Welcome home, Mira,” said Badru. “I’m sorry for this ordeal you’ve had to endure. I trust the rest of your journey was uneventful?”

“Yes, quite. But we ran into Gunthar and his men before reaching the camp.” She told them about the encounter.

“Well, Henry’s got plenty of other mages, but we won’t have to worry about Gunthar for a while,” Nomad said when she was done.

“For a while?” asked Mira. “You destroyed his staff—he’s powerless now, isn’t he?”

“Yes, but Dredmort will undoubtedly provide him with a new one.”

“But he’d be starting over again, wouldn’t he?”

“There is a spell Dredmort can use to transfer Gunthar’s power to his new wand or staff. It will take a few weeks to come to fruition, but he should regain his full strength.”

Dredmort was Henry’s chief mage. His name struck fear into the heart of any mage who had heard his story. Mira knew that only sorcerers possessed the power to imbue a physical object with magical properties, but as Fosland’s chief mage, Dredmort was sure to have a supply of freshly fabricated wands and staves on hand.

“That’s good to know,” Mira observed. “I always thought losing my wand would mean the end of my magic.”

They reached the far end of the camp. Nomad led them a little farther beyond, into an empty area of the clearing, then turned to face the camp. He waved his arm as Mira and Badru gathered behind him. Suddenly a tent popped into existence before them.

“I don’t understand,” said Mira. “We just walked through that space and there was nothing there—it wasn’t merely invisible.”

“Correct,” Nomad replied. “I tucked it into oblivion to make sure Gunthar couldn’t find it.” Mira had never heard of such a spell before.

Nomad lifted the flap and held it open as Badru and Mira walked through, then followed them inside. A young man was sitting cross-legged on the ground; he looked up at them in surprise, his expression anxious until he spotted Nomad.

“May I introduce Roland of Stanbridge,” said Nomad as the messenger got to his feet. “This is our leader, Badru, and the Lady Mira of Blacksand.” The messenger bowed low.

“We have protected you from the Foslanders,” said Badru, “at a great cost to our own people. Nomad’s delay gave them time to infiltrate our camp and murder several of our people. Now what is this urgent message you carry? It had better be worth it.”

“My apologies, my lord,” said Roland, bowing again. “As I told your sorcerer earlier, Henry’s army arrived in the dead of night. They sacked the castle and murdered Prince Edward and Princess Miriam.”

“But Stanbridge does not share a border with Fosland,” said Badru.

“No, my lord,” Roland agreed.

“I am not a lord—you may call me Badru.”

“Yes, sir,” said the messenger.

“For what purpose did Henry attack?”

“The court mage, Byron, told me that Stanbridge harbors an ancient artifact that Henry’s wizard, Dredmort, greatly desires.”

“What kind of artifact?” asked Badru.

“I’m sorry, sir, I do not know. Byron said only that it would give Dredmort power that has not been seen in Anoria for centuries. He sent me to the university—he said their mages would be able to retrieve the artifact and prevent Henry from acquiring it.”

“But Henry’s army sacked the castle,” said Nomad. “Surely it’s already too late.”

“No, sir,” Roland replied. “Byron told me that the artifact is not kept in the castle. Henry’s men were searching for it there, but they will not be able to find it.”

“Then where is it?” asked Badru.

“I have no idea,” said Roland. “Byron didn’t tell me in case the Foslanders intercepted me. But he believed the mages at the university would know how to find it.”

Badru took a deep breath, considering the situation for a moment. “Well, we have done what we can. We’ve thrown Henry’s men off your trail, and destroyed Gunthar’s staff. If you continue on your way, you should be able to make it to the university before the Foslanders can regroup.”

“I do not believe they will give up this easily,” said Nomad. “There are only so many routes to the university from here. Gunthar will get word to the army and they could have people watching the roads north.”

“It’s out of our hands,” Badru insisted. “If he leaves now, he’ll have a head start. It will take time for Gunthar to get a message to his people.”

“Perhaps. But by the time he makes it to the university and they send someone to Stanbridge, it may be too late. Henry’s people could find this artifact before that.”

“What are you suggesting?” asked Badru.

“Khaldun and I could travel to Stanbridge and retrieve it.”

“Out of the question,” said Badru. “That would leave the troupe unprotected. We cannot take that risk—look what happened tonight. Without you, we would be defenseless if the Foslanders were to return.”

Nomad considered this for a moment. “We could take our people back to Oxcart. Petition the prince to extend his protection until Khaldun and I return.”

Badru shook his head. “This artifact is not our problem—let the university take care of it. There is no reason for us to get involved.”

“What do you think the artifact might be?” asked Mira.

“I’m not sure,” said Nomad. “But consider the facts. Whatever it is, Henry wants it badly enough to dispatch an entire army to a princedom well beyond his borders. And Stanbridge’s mage said it would give him power ‘not seen in centuries.’ That can mean only one thing.”

Mira gasped. “Necromancy! Dredmort was expelled from the university for experimenting with it.”

“My thought exactly,” said Nomad. “Henry has already annexed two princedoms and it is believed he plans on conquering the rest of Maeda and restoring the old kingdom. If he accomplishes this, it will not be safe for us to travel anywhere within his borders.”

Badru took a deep breath. “If you do go to Stanbridge, you’d have to get past Henry’s army,” he pointed out. “And at this point, you have no idea where they might have hidden the artifact. Do you plan on searching the entire princedom?”

Nomad thought about it for a moment. “Byron gave you no indication where the artifact might be?” he said to Roland.

Roland shook his head. “No, none.”

“Yet he believed that mages from the university would be able to find it when Henry’s men could not?” Badru said incredulously.

“I guess,” Roland said with a shrug.

“Maybe the university already knows where it’s hidden,” Mira suggested. “They could have some record of it.”

“Unlikely,” Nomad replied, gazing pensively at the messenger. “The university’s stance against necromancy has been unequivocal. They’re the ones who eradicated its secrets all those years ago. If they had any record of an artifact like this, they would have sent someone to destroy it long ago. But I have another idea.” He approached Roland, extending one hand toward his forehead.

“Wha-what are you doing?” the messenger stammered, backing away from the sorcerer. But suddenly his eyes rolled into his head and he went into a trance.

Nomad closed his eyes. The two of them stood very still for a minute. Finally, Roland came out of his stupor, and Nomad opened his eyes. “As I suspected. Byron implanted a message in his mind, concealed in a way that only a sorcerer would be able to detect.”

“I’m sorry, what?” said Roland. “I assure you, he did no such thing⁠—”

Suddenly a cloud of smoke formed in the air between Nomad and Roland. It grew and changed its shape and Mira realized it was turning into a castle. Out behind the structure a second, smaller cloud grew into the shape of a small pyramid.

“The artifact is there,” Nomad told them, pointing to the pyramid. “About a thousand feet behind the castle.”

Badru took a deep breath, letting it out with a frown. “I still don’t like it.” Nomad opened his mouth to reply, but Badru held up one hand to stop him. “Let me sleep on it and I’ll give you an answer in the morning.”

Nomad nodded.

“You are welcome to stay here tonight,” Badru said to the messenger. “My people will bring you some bedding. You will have my decision tomorrow.”

“Thank you, sir,” said Roland, bowing low.

Mira left the tent with Nomad and Badru.

“Have you seen your mother yet?” Badru asked as they walked back into the camp.

“No, but I’ll go to her now.”

“That would be best—she must be worried sick about you after tonight’s events.”

“Yes, thank you.”

Mira headed off to find Nareen’s tent, but ran into Oscar on the way. He was bleeding from a gash in his cheek. “You’re injured!”

“Only a shallow wound,” he said, touching a finger to his face. “It looks worse than it is, I’ll wager.”

“All the same, you should see the healer and have him tend to it.”

“As you wish, my lady.”

Mira rolled her eyes, leading him off through the tents. The healer was quite busy with people injured in the attack; most had suffered burns. Mira told Oscar what she’d learned from Nomad and Badru.

“He should let Nomad retrieve the artifact,” Oscar said when she was done. “They cannot risk Henry acquiring it—he could conquer the entire continent with that kind of power.”

“Yes, well, we’ll see,” she replied with a sigh. “What have you been up to since we parted ways?”

“I helped bring some of the injured here once the Foslanders were defeated. But then I went to tend to the horses—the two we abandoned on the road wandered into camp. All four of them are with the wayfarers’ animals, now.”

“Some good news, at least,” Mira said with a sigh. “We should recover Thomas and Harry’s bodies in the morning.”

“Aye,” Oscar agreed. “We can give them a proper burial.”

“The wayfarers burn their dead,” Mira told him. “We could add them to the pyre.”

Oscar nodded. Once the healer had treated his wound, they went to Nareen’s tent. The woman was still awake, and hugged Mira when she walked in, crying tears of joy.

“I was so worried about you,” she said. “They told me you got caught up in the fight with those Foslanders. You should have let the mages sort it out!”

“Mother, I am a mage!”

“You are a lady! You mustn’t put yourself at risk like that!”

“She’s right, my lady,” Oscar agreed with a grin. “You should refrain from putting yourself in harm’s way.”

“Oh, shush,” said Mira, pulling away from Nareen. “Mother, this is Oscar. He is a dear friend, and one of the guards father sent to look after me on the journey here.”

“It’s a pleasure to finally make your acquaintance, ma’am,” Oscar said with a bow. “Mira has told me so much about you⁠—”

Nareen pulled him into a hug. “Thank you for bringing my daughter to me safely.”

“We should try to get some sleep,” Mira suggested. “We’ll need to rise at dawn, and not much of the night remains.”

“Yes, my lady,” said Oscar, heading out through the flaps.

“Where are you going?” said Mira.

“I’ll sleep outside,” Oscar told her.

“Nonsense—there’s plenty of room for you in here.”

“It would not be proper, my lady.”

“Oscar, we’re not in Blacksand anymore. My people have their own sense of propriety—trust me. It won’t be comfortable on the bare ground. You can sleep in here with us—I insist.”

Nareen nodded in agreement but Oscar refused. In the end, he agreed to take one of the bedrolls and set it up right outside of the entry.

Mira curled up inside and tried to go to sleep, but it was no use. She was restless and couldn’t help reliving the night’s events in her mind. The implications of Henry’s incursion into Stanbridge were alarming. But more than anything else, she couldn’t get her mind off of Khaldun. Her heart had skipped a beat when she’d first seen him rescuing that little girl, despite the impending danger. His dark eyes and long black hair were common among her people, as was his olive complexion. But there was a unique beauty about his face; something about his smile made her melt. She found that her feelings for him, long buried, were resurfacing stronger than ever.

Nareen started snoring, snapping Mira out of her reverie. She gave up on sleep. Getting to her feet, she crept out of the tent as quietly as possible. Oscar was lying still in his bedroll.

“Where are you going, my lady?”

“I can’t sleep,” she said with a start—she didn’t think he was awake. “I’m just going for a walk.”

“I’m afraid that’s not wise,” he replied with a frown. “The Foslanders could still be about. It would be safer to stay in your tent until daylight returns.”

Mira sighed. “Don’t worry, Oscar—I won’t go far. I was thinking of visiting Khaldun—he’s on patrol now.”

“I’ll escort you to him,” he said, getting to his feet and strapping on his sword belt.

“Very well,” she replied.

They set out across the camp.

“I ran into Nomad during the battle,” Oscar told her. “First time I’ve ever met a sorcerer. I have to say, his appearance startled me at first.”

“I’ve described him to you before.”

“Aye, you did. But seeing him firsthand is another matter. Must be convenient being able to cast spells without a wand or staff.”

“It’s more than that, though,” said Mira. “Sorcerers are much more powerful. Their body is a conduit for the magical force and their channels of power are open to the world around them.”

“Hmm… if you say so,” Oscar replied with a chuckle. “Can’t say that I understand any of that stuff. I overheard one of the women saying that Khaldun lives with Nomad. Is he his father?”

“No, Khaldun’s parents died from the plague when he was very young.”

“Did the sorcerer adopt him, then?”

“Not in the way that you’re thinking, no,” said Mira. “He took him under his wing—he’d already been training Khaldun in magic when his parents died. But it’s different with my people… they raise their offspring communally. And people don’t usually get married; most have many different partners.”

“Then how does anyone know who their father is? There must be a lot of bastards floating around.”

“The concept of a ‘bastard’ is foreign to them, but it’s not uncommon for a child never to know for sure which man is their father.”

Oscar shook his head. “So… how do they decide who takes care of which child?”

“They look after all of the children collectively,” Mira repeated with a shrug. “But there are certain women who are designated caretakers.”

“Their ways seem very strange to me.”

“Think of it like this. You grew up with your parents and your older sister—that was your family. For the wayfarers, the entire troupe is their family.”

Oscar nodded slowly. “All right. I guess I can understand that. Your mother is different, though. You’ve always said she wanted you to marry a lord.”

“Yes, Nareen is… unique. She fell in love with my father when the troupe passed through Blacksand and got it in her head that she was raising a highborn daughter.”

“Ah,” Oscar said with a nod. “So I’m guessing you weren’t raised communally when you were young.”

“No, that’s for sure,” Mira replied, rolling her eyes. “Nareen guarded her own maternal duties quite jealously.”

They stopped at the edge of the camp and Mira looked both ways, trying to find any sign of Khaldun. But suddenly a voice said, “You’re up late.”

Turning, Mira spotted Khaldun materializing out of thin air; Oscar drew his sword, positioning himself between them. “Oscar, this is Khaldun,” Mira said, placing a hand on Oscar’s shoulder.

“Oh, forgive me,” Oscar replied, sheathing his blade. “You startled me,” he added, shaking Khaldun’s hand.

“I can’t blame you after the night we’ve had,” Khaldun said with a nod.

The two of them looked at Mira expectantly; she suddenly felt very awkward. “I was hoping to speak to Khaldun privately,” she said to Oscar.

“Of course, my lady,” he replied. “I will wait nearby.”

“No, Oscar—go back and get some sleep. I’ll be safe with Khaldun.”

“I would prefer to wait for you so I can escort you back when you’re done.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll see her back to her tent,” Khaldun assured him.

Oscar looked from him to Mira; she nodded encouragingly. “Very well,” he said finally, heading back the way they’d come.

“He’s a little possessive, no?” Khaldun said, raising his eyebrows as they set out around the camp’s perimeter.

“He takes his duty very seriously,” Mira told him. “My father assigned him to guard me on the journey here, and I’m afraid he’ll uphold that responsibility until his dying breath.”

“Well, you’re here now, won’t he be heading back to Blacksand?”

“I’m not so sure that he will. That was the plan, of course, but after tonight… I don’t know. He may be planning to stay. I’ll have to talk to him.”

“He’s going to be in for a little culture shock,” Khaldun said with a grin.

“Yes. We broached that topic on our way out here, in fact. But he’ll get used to it if he stays. He was my closest friend for many years before entering my father’s guard, so he’s not entirely unfamiliar with our ways.”

“Oh? And how close was he exactly?”

Mira gave him a look of mock surprise. “Is that a tone of jealousy I hear?”

“No, of course not,” he said quickly, returning her gaze. “I was just… curious.”

“Curious—yes, of course,” she replied with a sly grin. “Well, we were only friends. Don’t worry, I kept that promise we made each other,” she added, feeling herself blush now.

“Oh—uh… yes. I’d almost forgotten…”

Mira felt her heart sink; part of her had hoped he’d saved himself for her, despite knowing how unrealistic that was.

“I’m sure you’ve had many lovers by now,” she said quietly.

“Not many… but um… well, there have been a few.”

Mira didn’t reply; she felt tears welling up in her eyes. Though she felt stupid for it now, she had held onto a glimmer of hope that he might have kept his promise, too.

“Mira, I’m sorry… we were so young. We didn’t know what we were doing. And after so many years… I lost hope that you’d ever come back.”

Mira took a deep breath. “I never did. In the beginning, I begged my father to let me return. As I grew older, I could tell how much it upset him, so I stopped. But I held on to that desire in my heart, and I promised myself that as soon as I could, I would find a way back.”

“I’m sorry…”

“Don’t worry about it,” she said. “You’re right—we were only children then. The little girl in me is crushed, but the woman knows better.”

They walked in silence for a minute.

“You know, I did hold onto that promise for a long time,” Khaldun told her. “I missed you so much after you left. And for a few years, I kept thinking that you’d return and we would be married. But eventually I lost faith.”

“Well, I can’t really blame you,” she said with a sigh. “The whole idea was Nareen’s fault, if you think about it. How else would two wayfarer children have come up with such a notion?” Mira giggled.

“That’s a good point,” Khaldun agreed. “I never thought about that, but you’re right. I’ve felt guilty about breaking that promise, but I should be blaming her!”

“I wouldn’t go that far,” she chided, poking him in the ribs. “She didn’t hold a knife to your throat and force you to make love to some other girl.”

“No, no—you’ve absolved me of my sins,” he said, grabbing her arm and staring deep into her eyes. “There’s no going back now.”

Mira grabbed him and kissed him passionately. She didn’t know what had come over her, but being with him now felt so familiar, as if they’d never been separated. Her feelings for him erupted, like a dam bursting in her heart.

“It’s ironic in a way,” Mira said pensively.

“What is?” he asked, kissing her again.

“Nareen brought me up to believe I’d love only one, but she never thought it would be you.”

“She’s still hoping you’ll marry a lord?” he asked as they resumed their walk.

“Oh, of course. She wanted me to stay in Blacksand. And my father did try very hard to marry me off—he would have been more than happy to make my mother’s dreams come true.”

“Why did you return? Why now, I mean?”

“I’m of age finally; they can’t stop me anymore. I always wanted to come back but they wouldn’t allow it. Living inside those stone walls never felt right—I missed the freedom we have out here. I guess I’ll always have a wayfarer heart.”

“Well, I’m glad you’re back,” he said with a grin.

They walked in silence for a few more minutes.

“You acted very bravely tonight,” Mira told him. “I can remember when we were little and your father used to help protect the troupe. You reminded me of him.”

“People tell me that all the time,” Khaldun said with a sigh, “but I don’t remember my parents.”

“Not at all?”

“Vague impressions, nothing more. I know my father was a mage, and I’ve heard stories about all the adventures he went on with Nomad, but only because others have told me about them.”

“Huh. You know, your father taught me my first spell.”

“He did? I don’t recall hearing about this before.”

“We were all eating dinner together, and I started playing with his wand. So Raja taught me a simple fire spell, and I was able to call a small flame. I started training with Nomad right after that.”

“Wow,” Khaldun replied. “I don’t remember that. You know, Gunthar said something I didn’t understand when I was escorting him out of the camp.”

“What exactly?”

“He told me you’re not a ‘normal mage.’ What did he mean by that?”

“Oh. Well, he’s right. I can’t do magic anymore—that is to say I can’t call any of the forces. I can only cancel them.”

Khaldun gave her a strange look. “But that’s impossible. All mages can summon the forces—that’s how magic works.”

“Not for me, it doesn’t. My power manifests itself in two ways: I can actively cancel other mages’ spells, but also, whether I cancel it or not, magic has no effect on me.”

Khaldun stopped in his tracks and shot her a quizzical look. “I don’t follow.”

“Spells don’t work on me,” she said with a shrug. “Try something.”

“What? Like what?”

“I don’t know—call earth. Try to knock me down.”

“This is absurd—I’m not going to⁠—”

“You won’t hurt me; you can’t actually. The spell won’t do anything.”

Khaldun stared at her doubtfully for a moment longer, then raised his staff, formed his spell and spoke the word of command. As she’d explained, the incantation did nothing. “I don’t understand,” he muttered, looking at his staff as if it were broken. “You didn’t cancel the spell…”

“I don’t have to. Try calling fire,” Mira suggested.

“What? No—that could kill you.”

Mira shook her head. “It couldn’t. Trust me.”

Khaldun raised his staff to cast a fire spell; once again, it had no effect. “This makes no sense,” he said with a frown. “I saw you do magic during the battle.”

“No, you saw me cancel magic. That I can do—quite well, if I do say so myself. Unlike normal mages, I don’t need to know a spell to cancel it.”

“What? But that’s impossible…”

“It should be, but it’s not. Watch—call an illusion.”

Khaldun held out his staff, and cast a spell to create a cat lying on the ground nearby. Mira pointed her wand, called out an incantation, and the illusion vanished.

“See?”

“But that spell you used—that’s for canceling fire, not illusions…”

“I know,” Mira said with a shrug. “We discovered this by accident one day when I was training with my father’s witch, Belinda. She didn’t understand how or why it worked, but no matter what kind of cancellation spell I use, it neutralizes any magic it hits.”

“This is astonishing,” Khaldun said, shaking his head. “I can only cancel spells that I know myself—that’s how it is for every other mage I’ve ever met. Well, normal mages, anyway—I know Nomad can neutralize magic he’s never encountered before.”

“Yes, Belinda told me that sorcerers can do that,” Mira agreed.

“But when we were little, you were able to call the forces. You said yourself that you called a flame for my father, and I distinctly recall a training session with Nomad when you lit my shirt on fire.”

Mira giggled. “Yeah, when we were about nine years old. But don’t you remember how I lagged way behind you? I used to get so frustrated because you were learning more quickly than I was.”

“Well, sure, but mages always learn at different rates⁠—”

“No, this is something different. The limited spellcasting I acquired disappeared completely by the time I’d left for Blacksand. Belinda tried to teach me, but the only thing I could do anymore was counter spells.”

“Did Nomad know about this?”

“Sure, but he said it was normal for mages to have peaks and valleys in their progress. And we were hitting puberty back then; that can upset anyone’s magical development.”

“True, but I’ve never heard of it eliminating it completely.”

“But it didn’t.”

Khaldun nodded. “You should consider enrolling in the university. They may be able to help you develop this talent further.”

“I can’t. Belinda looked into it but they won’t accept me because I’m half wayfarer.”

“Ah,” Khaldun replied knowingly. “The old prejudice. They allowed Nomad to attend once he’d transformed, so I thought perhaps they would make an exception for you, too.”

“They require sorcerers to train there, but apparently that’s the only way around the interdiction,” Mira said with a sigh.

“Well, Gunthar did say that Henry would pay me a reward for bringing you to him. Now I know why.”

“Yes,” Mira agreed, shaking her head. “I’ve heard that he has a thing for collecting powerful and unique mages.”

“How did Gunthar find out you’re a mage? Did you cancel one of his spells?”

“No—I’m actually not sure, now that you mention it. He did something when we first encountered him but I couldn’t identify the spell. But then later, he tried incinerating me. It had no effect, of course, but somehow it sounded like he hadn’t expected it to work. But by then he knew I was a witch, and had his men confiscate my wand.”

“Hmm,” Khaldun wondered aloud. “Perhaps that first spell was something to detect magical ability. We’ll have to ask Nomad about that.”

They moved back into the clearing and Mira realized that dawn was upon them. “Time flies,” she said with a smile.

Khaldun gazed at the sky. “You’re right—we should get back to camp.”


Chapter 4
Conviction


Khaldun escorted Mira back to her mother’s tent. But when they arrived, they found Nareen berating Oscar.

“Mother, what’s wrong?” asked Mira.

“There you are!” Nareen replied, turning to Mira. “What is wrong, you ask? I awoke to find you gone, with no explanation!”

“I tried to explain, my lady,” Oscar told her abashedly.

“Oh, he told me that you’d gone off with this one,” she said, indicating Khaldun. “But that’s hardly safe after the attack⁠—”

“Mother, I’m fine,” Mira insisted, ducking inside the tent. Nareen followed her in.

Oscar looked pleadingly at Khaldun and sighed. “I fear I have failed in my duty.”

“Nonsense,” Khaldun told him with a reassuring grin. “Nareen has always been a little overprotective where her daughter is concerned. You did nothing wrong.”

Oscar nodded and shrugged. “I’ve found a man with a cart. Could you let Lady Mira know that I’m going to fetch our fallen comrades?”

“Yes,” Khaldun replied. “But it might have been better to do that last night. Animals may have gotten to them by now.”

“Aye, perhaps. But I felt that protecting the living was more important than honoring the dead. The road should be safer now in broad daylight.”

Khaldun nodded. “Will you bury them?”

“No, Lady Mira explained that your people burn their dead. We figured we would add our men to your pyre, if that’s acceptable.”

“I’ll let them know; they’ll be making the preparations by now.”

“Very well. Oh, and Nomad was looking for you and Lady Mira—he said that Badru would like to see you both.”

“Thank you,” Khaldun said with a nod. Oscar headed off and Khaldun poked his head inside the tent. “I’m sorry, my lady,” he said to Mira, interrupting Nareen’s ongoing tirade, “but our honorable leader has requested the presence⁠—”

“Oh, now don’t you start!”

Khaldun grinned at her; Mira left the tent.

“I’m not done with you!” said Nareen, following her out.

“Later, Mother!” said Mira, following Khaldun across the camp.

“She does realize that you’ve come of age, right?”

“And you think that makes any difference to her? She wants me to go straight back to Blacksand.”

“I guess that shouldn’t be too surprising…”

They found Nomad and Badru outside the leader’s tent, Nomad standing with his arms folded across his chest, his hood covering his head, and Badru drinking from a steaming mug of coffee.

“Good morning,” Badru said with a nod. “I’ve reached my decision. We will break camp and return to Oxcart. But I will only allow the two of you to venture off to Stanbridge if Prince Bichon agrees to extend his protection to the troupe during your absence,” he added to Nomad and Khaldun. “We will petition him when we arrive; I would like you to accompany us for that, Mira. The presence of a highborn lady in our midst may help sway him.”

“Of course,” Mira replied. “If I may, we should also report Henry’s incursion to him. Gunthar marched through his territory with a dozen armed soldiers on a murderous rampage—he needs to know about that.”

“Indeed,” Nomad agreed. “He may already be aware of those events, but they should certainly help influence him to provide us with the aid we seek.”

“Gunthar told us that they interviewed some people in Oxcart Town, so the prince may know that the Foslanders invaded his territory,” Mira told them. “But we encountered no one else on the road once we’d left the town, so I doubt he knows about the murders.”

“True. But I’m also sure he will have heard about the sacking of Stanbridge. There’s a good chance Henry’s entire army marched through the outskirts of Bichon’s territory to get there. That alone should have him alarmed. Oxcart does not possess the resources to defeat Henry should it come to a pitched battle.”

Badru nodded, taking another sip of his coffee. “I would like to ask him for an armed escort for the two of you as well,” he said to Nomad and Khaldun.

“Forgive me, but that may not be wise,” said Nomad. “If Henry’s army has overrun Stanbridge, then stealth and secrecy will provide us with our best chance of success—and that will be best achieved if Khaldun and I proceed on our own.”

Badru considered this for a moment. “Very well. How will the university feel about your taking part in this?”

“I will not be acting on their behalf so they will not object. The governors must maintain neutrality, but they place no such burden upon those of us who work in the field. As long as I do not claim to represent them, there should be no issue.”

“Good. We will have to find a way to get this artifact to them, but we will address that when the time comes. I may be pointing out the obvious, but it would be for the best if nobody there realizes that you have so much as set foot in Stanbridge.”

Nomad nodded. “Of course.”

They waited in silence for a few moments—it seemed like Badru had something more to say. “It shouldn’t fall to us to contain this threat. These princes and lords—they’re the ones with the castles and the armies. Let them deal with this! I considered sending only a messenger to Bichon, alerting him to the presence and location of the artifact, and letting him decide what to do. But I don’t trust him any more than I do Henry. The only difference is that Henry has already conquered a couple of neighbors. These highborn lords care only about power. Any one of them would seek to use this artifact to gain an advantage over the others.”

“Which is precisely why we must intervene and make sure it finds its way to the university,” Nomad pointed out. “Only there can we be sure that it will be destroyed.”

“The highborn aren’t all bad,” said Mira. “Prince Edward didn’t try to use this artifact, even in the face of Henry’s army sacking his princedom.”

“His mages may not have possessed the ability to use it,” Nomad told her. “It may require necromantic spells that they simply don’t know. A sorcerer would likely be able to access it regardless, but there are no sorcerers in Stanbridge.”

“Yes, I’m sure Edward would have instructed his mages to use it if they could,” Badru agreed. “No prince would hesitate to use any means at his disposal to hold onto power.”

“How did he come to possess such a device in the first place?” asked Khaldun.

“It was probably a family heirloom,” Nomad suggested. “It could have been passed down from father to son since the days prior to the ban on necromancy. The university’s purge of such relics was pretty thorough, but it’s a big continent. Some items are sure to have survived.”

“Well, we’ve got work to do,” said Badru. “We’ll head out after the ceremony.”

Khaldun escorted Mira back to her mother’s tent, then went to check on the funeral pyre. Several of the men were erecting it out in the field beyond the camp, and the bodies of the dead wayfarers were lying nearby. Khaldun let them know that they’d need to wait for Oscar to return with the two guards. He still couldn’t believe Arman was gone; they’d been friends since boyhood. Tears welled up in his eyes at the thought.

The pyre’s construction was completed, and several wayfarers moved the bodies to the top. People began gathering for the ceremony. Mira arrived with her mother, and Khaldun spotted the mothers of the dead children gathered with a couple of the caregivers. Oscar arrived soon after, and helped load the guards’ bodies onto the pyre.

Once the preparations were completed, Badru moved to the front of the crowd with Nomad and started the proceedings. He spoke the traditional words for the deceased wayfarers, giving their souls their proper sendoff to the stars.

Khaldun could hear the dead children’s mothers sobbing as Badru spoke. He couldn’t imagine the depth of their grief. What kind of monster would murder a child? None of these people deserved to die at the hands of the Foslanders—the wayfarers had not wronged them in any way. But the children had barely lived at all.

He wondered if they would have done the same thing if this had been some lord’s holding instead of a wayfarer camp. The highborn held his people in the lowest possible regard—they were little more than animals to them. But he suspected these Foslanders would have committed these murders no matter who they were. Rumors of the atrocities they’d committed in conquering their neighboring princedoms would seem to confirm his suspicions.

After Badru was finished, he invited Mira to speak for her guards. Once she was done, Nomad turned to face the pyre. Casting back his hood, his long, black hair blowing in the breeze, he held his arms out to his sides and called fire.

The wayfarers sang their ancient funeral dirge as the bodies burned. Khaldun knew that Nomad would be adding power to the fire to speed up the process; the wayfarers did not care for long goodbyes. Once the flames had burned out, and the bodies had been reduced to ashes, those closest to the deceased came forward to say their last words to their loved ones. Finally, Nomad called air, releasing their ashes on the wind.

The troupe dispersed and Khaldun headed back to his tent to break camp. He’d spent his entire life among his people, always moving from one princedom to the next. They would typically spend a few weeks at each location, performing for the highborn and commoners alike. Their circus show included jugglers and clowns, trapeze and high-wire acts, as well as a stage magician. This process of breaking down their camp, relocating, and setting it up again was one Khaldun knew by rote. He couldn’t hope to count the number of times he’d done it.

Once he’d finished, he brought his pack and Nomad’s over to the paddock they’d erected for the animals. The troupe had a couple of dozen horses; Khaldun and Nomad each rode one, as did Badru, and each of the elders. They also had a dozen pack mules and carts they used to carry the communal supplies, such as the fencing for the paddock.

Khaldun strapped their packs to their two horses. Nomad showed up as he was finishing. The two of them headed out to the road where the troupe was beginning to arrive for their journey. Nomad typically rode point with Badru, while Khaldun served as rearguard. But Khaldun didn’t need to take his position until they were ready to move out, so he went to find Mira. He ended up locating her by following the sound of Nareen’s voice as she berated her daughter. They’d taken up position in the middle of the formation. Mira was on foot; she’d let Nareen ride her horse.

“Khaldun!” Mira said when she spotted him approaching. “Just the man I was looking for.” Nareen glared at him; once again, his arrival had interrupted her.

“What can I do for you?” he asked, dismounting.

“There’s something over here I wanted to ask you about,” she said, heading toward the rear of the line. Khaldun followed her on foot, leading his horse by the reins. Once they’d moved out of earshot from Nareen, Mira took him by the arm and giggled. “I didn’t actually need to talk to you—I just needed an excuse to get away from her for a little while.”

“Ah, I see,” he replied with a grin. “Well, I’m happy to oblige. What is she yelling at you about now?”

“The same thing since I got here. She wants me to pack up and go back to my father’s holding.”

They moved past the mules, and found Oscar at the back of the line.

“Are you taking rearguard with me today?” Khaldun asked him.

“He refuses to go home, so I’ve officially put him on loan to Badru,” Mira told him with a grin.

“It is clear that my lady is not yet out of danger,” said Oscar. “I would be remiss to abandon her.”

“And now I have reassigned you to a more useful post.”

“Aye, my lady does technically have that authority,” Oscar said with a scowl.

“It was the only way I could get him to leave me alone,” she told Khaldun. “He insisted on following me around like a lost puppy.”

“Only doing my sworn duty, my lady.”

“Well, I’m sure Badru is happy to have a real soldier along in light of recent events,” Khaldun noted.

The rest of the line formed and the troupe moved out.

“I’d better get back to Nareen,” Mira said with a sigh. “I’ll catch up with you boys later.” She blew Khaldun a kiss and departed at a run.

Khaldun caught Oscar staring after her with a wistful expression.

“I will miss her when I leave,” said Oscar. “But she does seem much happier here.”

“She told me she’s wanted to return ever since she left but her parents wouldn’t allow it.”

“It’s true. She used to argue with her father about that vehemently. But our lord wouldn’t budge.”

“That’s unusual, though, isn’t it?” asked Khaldun. “In my experience, lords who have fathered children on wayfarer women go to great lengths to hide the fact, much less accept them into their homes.”

“Aye, but Dorian Grisham is not the usual lord,” Oscar replied. “My understanding is that Nareen petitioned him to take Mira into his care from the very beginning. He always refused, as one would expect. But apparently the day after his father passed away and he inherited his holding, he sent word to Nareen that he would accept Mira as his daughter, and dispatched guards to bring her home.”

Khaldun had never heard about this before. “Why would he do that?”

“Afraid I have no idea. He dotes on her, though, I can tell you that much. Judging solely by the way he treats her, no one would ever know she wasn’t fully highborn.”

“Yet I doubt your people judged her on that basis alone,” said Khaldun. “She looks more wayfarer than she does highborn. Her skin tone and dark eyes must stand out like a sore thumb in your princedom.”

“True,” Oscar admitted with a shrug. “And don’t get me wrong, she’s had to deal with her share of prejudice. Many people look down on her for being a bastard, and doubly so for being a wayfarer bastard. Nevertheless, our prince raised no objection to Lord Grisham accepting her as his trueborn daughter. And it took some time, but the people of Graystone came to love her as one of their own. She’s had no lack of suitors seeking her hand in marriage, either.”

Khaldun felt an odd sensation in his stomach at these words, as if he’d missed a step going down a flight of stairs. “How many suitors, exactly?”

Oscar shot him a look and chuckled softly. “At least a dozen, but don’t worry, she spurned every one of them. Even Lord Eldrick’s son, Arthur. He stands to inherit the most powerful holding in Blacksand—Gemstone-by-the-Sea, they call it. The castle sits on a bluff overlooking Gemstone Harbor—it’s the second largest port city in Dorshire, after Oldport. And the Eldricks are one of the richest families in the kingdom. Graystone’s a decent holding, but it’s no Gemstone. Any Grisham daughter would be lucky to land that one, never mind a wayfarer girl—not meaning any offense.”

“None taken,” Khaldun said with a frown.

“I told her she was crazy not to accept his offer. It wouldn’t make her a princess, but it would be the next best thing.”

“Then I don’t understand,” Khaldun replied. “Why did she reject him? Is he stupid or ugly or something?”

“No, nothing like that,” Oscar said with a chuckle. “He’s educated, and he’s handsome enough, I reckon. But Mira was hellbent on returning to your troupe. Always was—she’d never consider any other possibility. I still remember the first day she came to Graystone. ‘I’m Mira Grisham, and I’m a wayfarer,’ was the way she introduced herself to me. ‘I won’t be here long; I’m going back to my people as soon as I can,’ she said. And she never wavered from that conviction.”

“Not even for Arthur Eldrick,” Khaldun muttered. “Her father didn’t try to force her into marriage?”

“Oh, he did everything he could to convince her. But I don’t think there’s a man alive who could force Mira Grisham into anything she didn’t want to do herself.”

“What about Lady Grisham? I can’t imagine she was so accepting of a daughter her lord husband fathered on a wayfarer.”

“They never met. Lady Rosalind Grisham passed away giving birth to their son, Devon, many years ago. He’s a couple of years older than Mira.”

“And Mira’s father never remarried?”

“Nay. He’s never seemed interested in looking for a new wife. Rosalind already gave him an heir; otherwise I’d imagine he might have. Don’t rightly know, though.”

Khaldun considered all of this for a few minutes. It was perplexing that Mira would turn down a life of luxury to return to the wandering life of the wayfarers.

“Did, uh… she ever mention me?” Khaldun asked.

“Only about a million times,” Oscar said with a grin. Khaldun’s heart soared. “Always said you were like a brother to her.” Khaldun’s heart came crashing back into his chest.

“A brother? Really? She never said anything about wanting to marry me?”

“Marry you?” Oscar repeated with a frown. “No, I don’t recall her ever mentioning anything like that. But you never know with Mira. She’s about the best friend I’ve ever had, but there’s a part of her she keeps closed off from everyone else, even me.”

“How do you mean?”

“Well, like I said, she was always hellbent on returning to the wayfarers. But she never could offer a good explanation for it. I mean, I could tell there was one, but she wouldn’t share. ‘Because that’s where I belong,’ she’d say. Or, ‘Because that’s who I am.’ Not really a proper answer, you know?”

“Hmm. How about you? Mira’s never taken a romantic interest?”

“In me?” said Oscar. “Aw, hell no. I mean, don’t mistake my meaning—I’d marry her in a heartbeat if she’d have me. She’s about the prettiest girl I’ve ever seen, and like I said, we’ve been close since the day she arrived at Graystone. But I’ve got nothing to give her. I’m a lowborn baker’s son; don’t own any property or anything. Hell, I’m lucky her father invited me to his guard. That’s a higher station than anyone like me could rightfully hope for.”

They rode in silence for quite a while after that; the conversation weighed heavily on Khaldun’s mind. After his encounter with Mira the previous night, he strongly suspected he might be the reason she’d returned to the troupe after all. And now he felt more guilty than ever for forgetting about her so easily.


Chapter 5
Prince Bichon


The troupe continued south on the road all day. Khaldun couldn’t stop thinking about Mira and what he’d learned about her time at Graystone. He wanted desperately to speak to her privately, but there was no opportunity. Mira dropped to the back of the line a couple of times, but Oscar was there with them. Khaldun could have accompanied her back up to her mother’s position, but duty required him to keep his post at rearguard.

They approached Oxcart Town in the midafternoon. The castle was located at the south end of the village, but their entire line halted to its north. Khaldun rode away from the troupe to try and get a view of what was going on at the front, but couldn’t see that far ahead.

“Wait here,” he said to Oscar after a few more minutes. “I’m going to see what’s going on.”

Khaldun reined in his horse when he reached Mira.

“Why have we stopped?” she asked.

“I’m going to find out now.”

“Take me with you,” she said, moving to climb up behind him on his horse.

“Mira!” Nareen chided her from her mount. “By the stars in heaven, would you mind your place and let the leaders handle this, whatever it is?”

“I’ll be right back, Mother,” she replied as she took her position behind Khaldun, wrapping her arms around his torso.

They rode to the front of the line, and found Badru and Nomad standing by their mounts. Badru looked frustrated. Two soldiers wearing Oxcart’s colors stood in the road barring their passage at the northern limits of the town. A crowd of locals had gathered behind them, gawking at the wayfarers.

“What’s the trouble?” Khaldun asked.

“They won’t allow us to pass,” Nomad told him, indicating the soldiers. “There was a third one—he’s gone to fetch their captain.”

“We encountered no guards on our way through here,” Mira commented.

Khaldun spotted two soldiers pushing their way through the crowd. The older one addressed Badru when they reached the front of the line. “You the leader?”

“I am. Badru’s the name,” he said, reaching out to shake his hand. The soldier ignored the gesture and Badru dropped his hand.

“We’ve closed our borders,” he said, eyeing Nomad nervously. “You people should have passed out of our lands by now—why are you back here?”

“We need to speak to Prince Bichon⁠—”

“Impossible. His Highness does not grant audiences to common rabble.”

“A matter of the utmost urgency has come to our attention and we must alert your prince,” Badru insisted.

“Let me know what it is and I will see if I can send a messenger.”

“It is a sensitive matter,” Nomad told him in his deep voice. “One that could impact the security of Oxcart and its neighbors.”

The man regarded the sorcerer fearfully but shook his head. “I’ll bring him a message myself. That’s the best I can do.”

“Sir, our people have learned the reason for Henry’s invasion of Stanbridge,” Mira told him. “He is seeking a weapon that has long been hidden there—one that he could use to conquer the entire kingdom.”

The soldier considered her words for a moment. “What sort of weapon?”

“Forgive me, but we will trust this information with nobody but the prince.”

“All right, there’s a weapon in Stanbridge that Henry’s going to use to against us. I’ll let His Highness know. Now turn this horde around and be on your way.” The soldier headed away, but Mira laughed out loud before he’d taken more than a few steps. He stopped short, rounding on her. “You laughing at me?”

“At your stupidity!” she said.

“Mira, please,” said Badru, holding up both hands as if to say “Stop!”

“Excuse me?” the soldier demanded, moving toward her.

“If you go back to your prince and tell him that, don’t you think he’s going to want to know what kind of weapon it is? And its location? If he asks you any of that, and you don’t have the answers, and then he finds out that you sent away the only people who do, how long do you think you’ll keep your job?”

The soldier’s eyes narrowed.

“Of course I’m guessing you have no intention of bringing this news to him. And then when Henry’s army overruns the princedom, these other men here will remember this encounter. And what do you think Prince Bichon will do to you when he learns that you could have forestalled the invasion, but failed to do so?”

The man gazed at the other soldiers, but Khaldun noted that they averted their eyes.

“The lady has a point,” Badru told him with a grin, patting him on the shoulder. “But have it your way. Let’s go, everyone—time to turn around,” he called out louder, turning to face the troupe.

“Hang on, now,” said the soldier. “Let’s not be hasty.”

“Yes?” Badru replied, returning his attention to him.

“I don’t have the authority to let your entire group pass any further. But I can escort a couple of you to the castle to take this news to the prince.”

“That will do nicely,” Badru told him with a grin. “Thank you. Khaldun and Mira, you’re with me. Nomad, I want you to remain here and stand guard.”

Nomad bowed.

“You’ll need to clear the road, though,” the solider added. “We can’t have this blockage.”

“Very well,” Badru agreed.

Nomad rode down the line instructing their people to move to the side of the road. Badru mounted his horse, then he, Khaldun, and Mira followed the soldier through the growing crowd and into the village. The man stopped at a guard station to mount his horse, then led them down the road.

Within minutes, the castle loomed into view. They turned onto the lane leading to its entrance. They crossed the drawbridge over the moat and stopped at the gate, where the soldier spoke with the chief guard on duty. Khaldun could tell he was reluctant to let them pass, but allowed it in the end. They raised the gate, and the wayfarers followed the soldier into the courtyard.

For a prince’s stronghold, the castle was smaller than most Khaldun had seen; he’d visited a few lesser holdings that were more impressive. But Oxcart was not a large princedom, and didn’t have much strategic value.

They left their horses in the stables and followed the soldier to the keep. The guards at the entry nodded to him and opened the doors. Inside, the soldier led them to a small antechamber outside the main hall.

“The guardian at the gate sent a messenger to alert the prince to your arrival. It will be a few minutes.”

The prince kept them waiting for what felt like hours. Badru grew steadily more impatient, imploring the soldier to send another messenger to investigate the cause of the delay, but he demurred.

“One does not rush a prince.”

Khaldun began to wonder if they would be granted an audience at all, but finally the doors to the hall opened, and a servant ushered them inside. The soldier led them across the chamber. There were several large tables and dozens of chairs pushed up against the side walls—this room probably served as their dining hall. At the far end was one long table, behind which sat an older man with graying hair and a neatly trimmed goatee. Khaldun thought that this must be Prince Bichon. There was a man seated to his left, his hands resting on the wooden surface in front of him. Khaldun spotted a wand beneath his hands, and guessed that this must be the court wizard. A younger man and a woman sat to the prince’s right; Khaldun didn’t know who they might be. The soldier bowed when they reached them.

“Your Highness, forgive the interruption. But the wayfarers have returned, and their leader claims they have urgent information regarding a weapon hidden in Stanbridge. They say Henry could use it to conquer the entire kingdom, but insisted on bringing this information to you themselves.”

The prince raised one eyebrow. “Very well, you may leave us, Captain Westmore.”

“Thank you, sir,” the captain said, bowing again, then turning on his heel and striding back across the room. Khaldun watched as the servant followed him out, closing the doors behind him.

“Welcome to Oxcart. This is my son, Phillip, my adviser, Catherine, and my mage, Tristan,” he told them. “Well, let’s hear it,” he added with an impatient tone. Prince Phillip sat up straighter, staring interestedly at Mira.

“Your Highness,” Badru began. He told them about the messenger from Stanbridge, and the news that Henry had sacked the princedom and murdered the ruling family. “According to this messenger, Henry sent his army to retrieve an ancient artifact long kept hidden in the princedom. The messenger said it was something that could provide Henry’s mage, Dredmort, with ‘a power not seen in Anoria for centuries.’ We believe he’s talking about necromancy.”

“I trained with Prince Edward’s mage, Byron, at the university,” said the prince’s wizard. “I know him well. If such an artifact existed in Stanbridge, he would have taken it to the university to be destroyed.”

Badru opened his mouth to reply, but the prince spoke first.

“Unlikely. It had probably been in his family for centuries. I very much doubt Edward would have allowed him to remove an heirloom like that from his possession. However, I find it strange that he wouldn’t have ordered his mage to use it to overpower Henry’s army.”

“Your Highness, forgive me,” said Tristan, “but Byron does not possess the skill. Neither do I for that matter. But communion with the dead is Dredmort’s specialty—his experiments in that area are the reason the university expelled him. Long have there been rumors that he seeks to discover the long-lost secrets of necromancy.”

“The messenger also told us that the artifact is hidden somewhere outside the castle, where Henry may be unable to find it. But we believe we know its location.”

The prince thrummed his fingers on the tabletop for a moment. “I thank you for bringing us this dire news. But I’m afraid we do not possess the resources to do anything about this. We are a small princedom, and our army is no match for Henry’s. News reached us that the Foslanders crossed our territory to reach Stanbridge in the dead of the night, and this incursion has outraged us. We have closed our borders and will do what we can to prevent them from violating our sovereignty again when they return to Fosland. But the truth is that if they march in force, we will be unable to stop them. We will have to hope that they do not find what they seek.”

“Your Highness,” said Badru, “we believe it would be best to remove the artifact from Stanbridge to ensure⁠—”

“I will not risk sending my men into that territory—it would be suicide. Henry’s forces would overpower them and undoubtedly torture the artifact’s location out of them. No. Our best course is to secure our borders and hope that they cannot find this relic.”

“Sir, we intend to send our sorcerer and his protégé into Stanbridge to recover the artifact,” Badru told him. “But doing so would leave our troupe unprotected. We would petition Your Highness only to extend your protection to our people long enough for our mages to complete this task.”

“Your Highness, this would be a wise course of action,” said Bichon’s wizard. “Nomad certainly possesses the skills necessary to slip past Henry’s forces and retrieve the artifact undetected.”

The prince considered this for a moment. “I will allow your troupe to remain on our land while your mages undertake this mission. That should be enough.”

“We would ask simply that you station a few guards to keep watch⁠—”

“I’ve told you that we do not have a large army. We are spread thin as it is protecting the border with Stanbridge. There is nobody to spare, but you are welcome to set up camp in the fields to the north of the town. Your people should be safe there.”

“With all due respect, Your Highness, Gunthar and his band attacked my party on the road north of town, and murdered two of my guards,” Mira told him. “You said yourself that you would be unable to stop Henry’s army if they march in force, and that means the wayfarers could well suffer a similar fate.”

“I’m sorry, but who are you?” the prince asked.

“Lady Mira Grisham of Blacksand. My father is Dorian Grisham, Lord of Graystone.”

“You are very far from home, my lady,” Bichon observed. “What brings you to our fair princedom?”

“I grew up with the wayfarers, and I was returning to them when Gunthar attacked.”

“I apologize for your ordeal,” the prince replied. “We did not learn of Gunthar’s raid until the next morning.”

“Your Highness,” said Catherine, speaking for the first time, “perhaps we could allow them to camp on the grounds. The garrison stationed in town is already patrolling the castle exterior. It would not require any additional manpower to protect their troupe.”

The prince nodded, considering her suggestion for a few moments. “I’ll tell you what,” he said finally. “We will extend our protection to your people for the duration of your mages’ absence. In return, you will bring the artifact to me. I daresay that kind of power could be what we need to repel Henry’s army.”

“Your Highness, necromancy has been forbidden by the university for centuries,” said Khaldun. “We need to bring the artifact to them to be destroyed.”

“Unfortunately, I must agree,” said Tristan. “I do not possess the knowledge to utilize such a device⁠—”

“Have you ever seen it before?” the prince asked him. “Or examined it?”

“No, sir⁠—”

“Do you have any experience with a similar item?”

“No, sir⁠—”

“Well, then, how do you know that you would be unable to use it?” the prince asked, his eyebrows raised.

“We are talking about necromancy, Your Highness. I have no experience with that. Never have I learned the spells such a thing would require, nor even heard anyone else speak them.”

“The wayfarers will bring the artifact here, and you will try, Tristan,” the prince told him, patting him on the shoulder. “If you can get the thing to work, then we can use it against Henry’s army. If not, then we will send a platoon to deliver it to the university.”

“I thought you said you couldn’t spare any men, Your Highness?” asked Mira.

“Mira!” said Badru.

“Not to stand guard over that horde,” the prince told her. “But I agree that we must not allow this artifact to fall into Dredmort’s hands.”

“Nomad and I should be the ones to take it to the university,” Khaldun said to Badru. “We should go there directly as soon as we retrieve it.”

Badru ignored him. “We accept your offer, Your Highness. Our mages will retrieve the artifact and surrender it to you upon their return, in exchange for your protection while they are gone. After that, we will be on our way, and leave it to your best judgement what to do with the thing.”

“What?!” said Mira, rounding on Badru.

“Sir—” said Khaldun.

“Enough! I have made up my mind.”

The prince observed this exchange with his eyebrows raised. “Very well. You may have your people set up camp outside our castle walls. I would suggest that you instruct your mages to depart on their mission at first light.”

“Thank you, Your Highness,” said Badru, before bowing and turning to leave the hall. Mira and Khaldun each bowed as well, then followed him to the doors. “Not another word,” he said to them once they’d reached the antechamber.

Captain Westmore had left, but another guard was waiting for them. He escorted them back to their horses, and then out of the castle and all the way back to the troupe. They found Nomad waiting for them; Badru explained the deal they had struck.

“Sir, I don’t think we should have agreed to let him have the artifact!” Mira said when he was done. “What if he goes back on his word and refuses to bring it to the university?”

“Listen, I appreciate the help you’ve given us since your return. I doubt we would have been granted an audience with the prince if it weren’t for you. But this arrangement is perfect. Nomad and Khaldun will retrieve this cursed object because they are the best equipped to do so. Beyond that, this should not be our responsibility! From what Nomad has told us, this Tristan won’t be able to use the artifact—the man confirmed as much himself. As soon as the prince realizes it’s useless to him, he will want it as far from his territory as possible! He knows Henry would burn his entire princedom to the ground to find the thing, and he wants to safeguard his people as badly as I want to protect ours. He’s the one with the soldiers—so let him be the one to get it to the university!

“Now, that’s it—the discussion is closed. We need to move everyone to the castle grounds and set up camp.” With that, Badru dismounted and stormed off with Nomad, leaving Khaldun and Mira gaping in his wake.

“Well, the man has spoken,” Khaldun said with a grin.

“He does have a point,” Mira conceded. “The prince just has to discover for himself that the artifact will be worthless to him, and then he’ll have a very strong motivation to be rid of it.”

Khaldun brought Mira back to Nareen. She gave him a kiss on the cheek, then dismounted. Nareen started yelling at her the moment her feet hit the ground.

“Good luck,” Khaldun told her before riding off to help get everyone organized.

It took a couple of hours, but the wayfarers reached the castle and set up camp. Nomad took the first watch, so Khaldun lay down in their tent to get some sleep. He’d have the second watch, and then they’d be setting out for Stanbridge at daybreak.

Exhausted as he was from not sleeping the previous night, Khaldun dozed off almost immediately. But after what had seemed like only minutes, he woke to the soft sounds of someone slipping inside the tent. Opening his eyes, he realized that it was Mira.

“Hey,” he said, propping himself up on one elbow to get a better look at her. But she didn’t reply; sliding into the bedroll next to him, she kissed him.

Khaldun lay back, embracing her and returning the kiss. After a minute, he reached between her legs, but Mira gripped his wrist.

“I want to make love to you,” he whispered.

“Not until we’re married,” she replied, kissing him again.

Khaldun pulled away. “You want to marry me?”

“I’ve thought about it now and then,” she said with a smile.

“But you’re not living among the highborn anymore. That’s not our way.”

“Well, it’s my way.”

“Didn’t you say you missed the freedom of being a wayfarer?”

“I did. But freedom means I get to choose whom I love, and how I love them.”

They kissed again for a minute.

“I heard that you thought of me as a brother, but that doesn’t seem right somehow…”

“You’ve been talking to Oscar,” she said, rolling her eyes. “I only told him that because I didn’t want anyone to know about our promise. If my father found out that I was refusing all those suitors because I was planning to marry a wayfarer… he might have murdered me.”

“I don’t know, but from what Oscar said, I doubt it.”

“Not literally, but he would have been extremely upset with me. He always thought I would grow out of my fantasy of returning to the troupe. I had to keep my feelings for you a secret.”

They kissed again, but before long Khaldun’s exhaustion overwhelmed him and he drifted off to sleep.


Chapter 6
The Artifact


“Khaldun… Khaldun, wake up!”

Khaldun opened his eyes. Nomad was shaking him by the shoulder; Mira was sound asleep in his arms. Judging by the amount of light outside, it must have been nearly dawn.

“I’m sorry—I overslept. Why didn’t you come wake me earlier? You kept watch the entire night?”

“Don’t worry, I don’t require much sleep. But Nareen is on the prowl—she’s looking for Mira and she’s headed this way!”

“Oh!”

“I’ll go distract her—hurry up and get Mira back to her tent!”

Nomad left. Khaldun brushed Mira’s hair out of her face and kissed her. Mira moaned softly, kissing him back.

“You need to wake up—we have to get you back to your tent before Nareen gets here.”

“What,” she said groggily, opening her eyes and taking in her surroundings. “Oh, shit—it’s morning?”

“Yes!” Khaldun said, getting to his feet, and holding out his hand to help her up.

“What happened—I figured Nomad would wake us up when his watch was over!”

“He let me sleep in. Come on!”

Khaldun grabbed his staff. Creeping outside, they spotted Nomad talking to Nareen nearby—Nomad had positioned himself to keep Nareen’s back toward them. Khaldun led Mira quickly through the camp, both of them giggling quietly by the time they’d reached her tent.

“I’d better get out of here before Nareen gets back,” said Khaldun.

Mira kissed him. “Yes, go—hurry. I’ll come see you before you leave with Nomad.”

Khaldun hurried off, but then made himself invisible and waited. Sure enough, Nareen returned only moments later.

“Again, I wake up to find you gone! Have you no care for your own safety?!”

“Mother, I only went to pee—please, calm down!”

Khaldun headed back to his own tent, chuckling softly as he made himself visible again. He found Nomad packing up their gear.

“Thanks for that,” Khaldun said earnestly.

“Any time,” Nomad replied with a grin. “I’m just glad I didn’t interrupt anything.”

Khaldun sighed. “I’m afraid there was nothing to interrupt.”

“Oh?”

“Mira’s saving herself for marriage.”

Nomad nodded. “I can’t say I’m surprised. She lived among the highborn for a long time.”

Once they’d finished packing, they headed off to the paddock. Badru was waiting for them there, mug in hand.

“Remember, you two, your sole responsibility is to find this artifact and bring it here,” he told them as they secured their packs on their horses’ backs. “We do not want to engage with Henry’s forces, no matter what. Nobody should see you.”

“Understood,” said Nomad.

“Khaldun?”

“Yes, no contact. I promise.”

“Very well,” said Badru, taking a sip of coffee. “Be safe and return as quickly as possible.”

Khaldun was about to mount his horse when Mira came running over.

“Good luck,” she said, embracing him and giving him a kiss. “Hurry back.”

“I will,” Khaldun told her.

Mira ran off again, and he knew she’d probably sneaked away when Nareen wasn’t looking.

Khaldun climbed onto his horse and followed Nomad out of the camp and down the lane toward the road. When they reached the southern end of town, they ran into Captain Westmore at the guard station.

“Hoi! You two—hold on a minute,” he called out, trotting over to them. Khaldun and Nomad reined in their horses. “Stay on the road until you reach the southern border. The captain there is expecting you. It won’t be safe to cross into Stanbridge on the road, so you’ll need to leave your horses with him and proceed on foot through the forest. He’ll be able to tell you the best route to take to avoid Henry’s army.”

Nomad nodded. “Thank you.”

“Safe journey,” the captain said, heading back to the guard station.

Nomad and Khaldun proceeded down the road. The country here was hilly and wooded, but they did pass through a couple of small villages. It took only a few hours to reach the southern border. There was an army encampment in the field to the west and they’d set up barricades preventing easy passage up the road from Stanbridge.

“Halt!” shouted one of the soldiers as they approached the guard station. “What is your business here?” he demanded, but his eyes went wide when he got a look at Nomad. Before they could reply, another man came up behind him.

“It’s all right, Stancil, we’ve been expecting them. I’m Captain Petra,” he added to Nomad and Khaldun. “Stancil will look after your horses. If you’ll come with me, I can introduce you to your guides.”

“Our understanding was that we’d be proceeding on our own from here,” Nomad told him as they dismounted.

“My orders come directly from the prince,” Petra told them as they untied their packs from the horses. “My men know these woods like the backs of their hands. They’ll get you within sight of Castle Stanbridge, then wait there for your return.”

They followed him up to the barricade on foot, where a group of soldiers was gathered. Two of them approached when they spotted their captain.

“This is Stefan and Markus.” The two soldiers nodded to Nomad and Khaldun. “Good hunting, gentlemen.” The captain headed back to the guard station.

Nomad and Khaldun followed their guides off the road and into the forest to the east of the road. They picked up a narrow trail that wound its way through the hills.

“This path will take us to the old Stanbridge Trail,” Stefan told them. “That used to be the primary route through the princedom back before they built the road.”

They reached the trail a couple of hours later and headed south.

“Henry’s army isn’t watching this route?” Nomad asked.

“Not that we’ve seen so far, at least. Our scouts have reported that they’ve stationed platoons on the roads leading to Stanbridge Town, but have kept them close to the castle,” Stefan replied. “They seem to be focused on defending their position there, and don’t appear to be concerned with the rest of the princedom.”

“That makes sense,” Khaldun observed. “It’s only the artifact they want. Occupying the territory would be difficult without controlling the neighboring areas. They’re completely cut off from Fosland down here.”

Nomad nodded. “For now.”

An hour later, they came to a fork; Stefan led them to the right.

“Where does that lead?” Khaldun asked, indicating the other branch.

“That’s the trail to Smithtown,” Stefan replied.

Suddenly, Khaldun heard someone moaning up ahead. The soldiers drew their swords.

“Who’s there?” Stefan called out. “Show yourself.”

A man stepped out from behind a large tree, spotted the soldiers’ weapons, and held his hands up in the air. “I’m unarmed. My name is Allister, former adviser to Prince Edward.”

He was tall and spindly, and looked older; his light-brown hair hung to his shoulders. His face was smeared with blood and one pant leg was torn, revealing a wound in his thigh.

“What are you doing out here in the forest?” Stefan demanded, not lowering his sword.

“Henry’s army sacked the castle and killed the prince and his family. I managed to escape, so I fled. But I might ask you the same thing—your colors are those of Oxcart… but you have a wizard and—oh, my, my—a sorcerer with you, who show no colors at all. Are the mages from the university, then? I had a feeling they might send someone to retrieve the artifact⁠—”

“Our presence here is none of your business,” Nomad told him.

“You witnessed the attack firsthand?” asked Stefan.

“I’m sorry to say that I did,” Allister replied. “Oh, it was horrible—so much carnage. Blood everywhere. It all happened so fast… They murdered the entire royal family, as well as the prince’s guard.”

“How were you able to escape?” Stefan asked, his tone suspicious.

“Not without help. One of the castle guards guided me to the secret tunnel behind the library. They probably would have killed me, too, if it weren’t for him.”

“And where is he now?”

“Dead, I’d imagine,” Allister said with a shrug. “He went back to fight after showing me to the tunnel. Poor lad…”

“The prince may wish to question this one,” Stefan said to Markus. “Escort him back to camp and notify the captain.”

Markus nodded.

“Oh, thank you,” said Allister. “I was planning to seek asylum in Oxcart, but I’m quite sure I can find the way on my own.”

Stefan shook his head. “It’s not safe.”

“All right, then,” Allister said with a shrug. “Lead the way!”

Markus and the old man headed back toward Oxcart. Khaldun and Nomad pressed ahead with Stefan. A little before sunset, they began searching for somewhere to rest for the night. They found a clearing in the trees, and set up their camp as dusk gathered. Khaldun took care of the tent he would share with Nomad, while the soldier put his up nearby.

“Any progress with the invisibility spell?” Nomad asked Khaldun once he’d finished.

“It’s consistent now, but only using it on myself. I haven’t been able to make anyone else invisible yet.”

“Let me see you try,” said Nomad, moving back to the path. “We’ll want to hide the entire camp tonight.”

Khaldun nodded with a sigh. Clutching his staff, he called the magical force and spoke the word of command. Nomad chuckled.

“Well, I can’t see you anymore. Try again but expand your focus. You’ve got to concentrate on the entire area you wish to affect with the spell.”

Khaldun tried again, this time thinking about the entire camp, but Nomad shook his head. Three more times Khaldun worked the spell and on his final try managed to render Stefan and the tents invisible, too.

“So, you’re telling me anyone going by on the trail wouldn’t see us?” Stefan asked skeptically.

“Come and look for yourself,” Nomad suggested.

Stefan got to his feet and moved over to the sorcerer, looking back toward Khaldun.

“I’ll be damned,” he said. “Just an empty clearing.”

“The spell doesn’t block sound,” Khaldun told him. “So hopefully you don’t snore too loud.”

“I don’t think so,” Stefan replied with a chuckle.

“I’ll block our noises,” Nomad told him. “You can snore as much as you want.”

They went without a fire—the smoke would have been visible once it had cleared Khaldun’s spell. Instead, they sat on the ground, eating some of the dried meat and fruit they’d packed for the journey. Nomad told him he’d keep watch all night, so Stefan turned in early. Khaldun sat up with the sorcerer for a while longer.

“When we questioned the messenger from Stanbridge, and you showed us what the mage had hidden in his mind, you said that only a sorcerer could find that?” asked Khaldun. “If that’s true, then how was the mage in Stanbridge able to leave such a message in the first place?”

“No, any mage could have uncovered the message if they’d already known it was there,” Nomad told him. “Detecting it without foreknowledge of its existence requires a sorcerer. We can sense magic in a way that common mages cannot.”

“But I can feel it when you cast spells,” said Khaldun. “And I felt Gunthar doing magic in our camp before I saw him.”

“Yes, and similarly, you would be able sense it if I were to tuck something into the void right now. But once the spell has been cast, you would not be able to detect the presence of whatever I had hidden.”

“Ah. Would it have been the same for the messenger’s tent, then? Any witch or wizard could have restored it from the void if they knew it was there?”

“Yes, that’s correct. But only a sorcerer could have found it without already knowing about it. In fact, I suspect that is how they’ve hidden the artifact. If one of Henry’s mages already knew its location, they surely would have found it by now. But I’ll be able to detect the spell.”

They sat in silence for a minute. Khaldun’s thoughts turned to Mira. “Mira told me that she can’t call any of the forces anymore—she can cancel magic, but she’s lost the ability to cast spells of her own. Have you ever heard of that before?”

Nomad nodded. “It’s extremely rare. I’ve never met anyone like that, but I’ve read about them. They’re called magical nulls. I’m going to guess that spells don’t work on her, either?”

“Yeah, that’s right,” Khaldun confirmed. “I tried calling fire on her, and it had no effect. I thought that only happened when a mage becomes very powerful?”

“Normally, that’s true. Your spells would be unlikely to affect Dredmort, for example.”

“Or you.”

“Yes. But in the case of a null, the effect manifests much earlier and it’s much stronger.”

“She can also cancel spells that she doesn’t know,” Khaldun told him. “I created an illusion and she was able to eliminate it—but she did so using a fire spell.”

“Cancellation works differently for her than it does for normal mages. When you cast a counter-spell, you are essentially unraveling the initial incantation. But Mira is projecting her null into the environment around her. It doesn’t matter what spell she uses—it will neutralize any magic it hits.”

“Mira told me that when they first encountered Gunthar, he cast some sort of spell, but she couldn’t identify it. But after that, he seemed to suspect that she was a null—he tried incinerating her, and wasn’t surprised when it didn’t work. Why would he have expected her to be a null if they’re so rare?”

“His first spell was probably meant to reveal any mages in her party,” Nomad explained. “Battle mages typically use that when first encountering an enemy force to identify threats—it shows who’s mundane and who’s magical. But in Mira’s case, the spell would not have had any effect at all, exposing her as a null.”

“That explains it,” Khaldun said with a nod.

“To the best of my knowledge, there have been only four other nulls since the university began keeping records,” Nomad told him.

“But that was thousands of years ago, right?” Khaldun replied. “Mira’s only the fifth one in all that time?”

“Indeed. The last one served a warlord in Kong. At the height of his power, he was able to cancel any magic cast across an entire battlefield.”

“So, that’s why Gunthar wanted to take her to Henry,” Khaldun observed.

“Yes. With training, she could become quite powerful. I shudder to think what Henry might be able to achieve with her by his side.”

Khaldun climbed into their tent a few minutes later to try and get some sleep. But he lay awake for a long time thinking about Mira’s strange power. It was a good thing that Oscar had managed to free her from Gunthar’s soldiers.

They rose at dawn, and after a quick breakfast, broke camp and continued on their path. The land grew steadily hillier as they drew closer to their destination. Finally, at midafternoon, they rounded a curve and found themselves standing at the top of the bluff overlooking Castle Stanbridge. There was a large encampment between their position and the building.

“This is as far as I’ll go,” Stefan told them. “I’ll wait for you in that clearing we passed around that last bend. I can take your packs, if you’d like.”

“Very well, thank you,” said Nomad; he and Khaldun handed them over. “We’ll continue a little farther now, but I think we’ll wait until nightfall to complete the mission. Our passage might be noted if we were to try it in broad daylight—they’ll have a clear view of the surrounding area from the ramparts.”

“Won’t we be invisible?” asked Khaldun.

“Yes but we’d kick up dirt and move the vegetation as we pass, and they could notice that.”

Stefan nodded and headed back up the trail. Khaldun continued onward with Nomad. The trail moved back into the trees for a while, heading down and around to the east of the castle. They spotted a road up ahead, and it looked like the trail ended there—Khaldun guessed that it must be the road to Smithtown. But there was a platoon blocking the route, so they didn’t go that far. Instead, they found a path leading toward the castle, and followed that to the tree line.

They were much closer to the building now than they had been on the bluff. Khaldun spotted a company of soldiers leading a group of twenty or so people out through the main gate. They directed them into the field to the east, and made them form a line. Khaldun noticed several archers nocking their bows and realized they were preparing to execute these people. He was about to turn away when he saw a woman with flaming red hair emerge from the castle. She was clad in skin-tight, black leather and carried a staff.

“That must be one of Henry’s witches?”

“Yes,” Nomad replied. “Her name is Nineve.”

Nineve went to stand by the archers. Seconds later, they fired, shooting their arrows into their victims’ chests. They fell to the ground and Khaldun could hear their screams. It took them three volleys to finish off all the people.

“What did they do to deserve that, I wonder?” said Khaldun.

“Wrong place at the wrong time,” Nomad said with a shrug. “Come on. Let’s get out of here. We’ll stay out of sight until dark.”

They moved farther into the trees and waited. Khaldun heard another set of screams a little before sunset, and knew they must have been executing more of the castle’s inhabitants. Once it was fully dark, they set out, with only the twin moons to light their way. Nomad made them invisible, and they headed across the field, keeping their distance from both the castle and the soldiers camped outside.

Nomad stopped when they reached the rear of the grounds. Holding out one hand, he scanned the area. “There,” he said, pointing. Khaldun could see nothing but empty land. “Let’s go.”

Nomad led them across the field. He slowed down several hundred feet later, holding out his hand again.

“There’s a small building here,” he told Khaldun. “As I suspected, someone has tucked it into oblivion. I’m going to make the area invisible before I bring it back.”

Nomad focused for a moment, then waved his hand. A stone structure appeared out of nowhere with a faint popping sound. It reminded Khaldun of a religious temple—there were gargoyles perched on the corners. There were no windows, but in the center of the front wall was a heavy wooden door. Walking up to the building, Khaldun realized there was no door handle.

“How do we get inside?”

Nomad said nothing, but closed his eyes and held out one hand. The door opened slowly, creaking on its hinges. There was a rush of air and fog through the opening, and a chill ran down Khaldun’s spine.

Peering inside, Khaldun could see that it was empty, except for a stone staircase leading into the ground that took up nearly the entire space. But staring down the steps, he could see nothing in the darkness. Holding out his staff, he called fire, projecting a beam of light into the passage. The stairs must have delved deep into the earth; his light did not reach the bottom.

“After you,” Khaldun said nervously.

Nomad led the way. They climbed down for several minutes until finally Khaldun’s staff illuminated the floor below. At the bottom, they found themselves inside a giant chamber. There were two rows of stone columns holding up the vaulted ceiling. Stained-glass murals were embedded in the walls—they looked like windows, except that there was nothing but earth beyond.

The place was covered with dust and grime. It didn’t look like anyone had set foot down here for centuries; it felt like a tomb.

Nomad moved up the aisle between the columns; Khaldun followed close behind. He sensed goosebumps forming on his skin. It felt like there was some other presence down here with them, lurking in the shadows, but he could see nothing.

“I don’t like this place,” Khaldun whispered.

“It does have an aura of death and decay,” Nomad replied.

“Is there someone else here with us, behind a spell of invisibility, perhaps?”

Nomad extended one hand in a great arc, sweeping his arm around the chamber.

“Nobody else is here. No one alive, at least.”

Khaldun shuddered.

At the far end of the chamber was an altar. In the middle of it, sitting on a velvet pillow, was a pyramid of black stone, intricate latticework on its faces. The base of the object was about the size of Khaldun’s palm.

“The artifact, I presume?” said Khaldun, glancing warily around the chamber. He couldn’t shake the sensation that there was someone else down here with them.

Nomad stepped up to the altar, holding one hand over the pyramid. “Yes, it must be,” he said. “It is a portal to the spirit realm. I’m going to seal it before we remove it from here.”

He closed his eyes, and Khaldun could sense him forming his spell; it was like a gentle wind blowing toward him, causing a tingling sensation along his skin. When he was done, Khaldun realized that he no longer felt that presence in the chamber with them.

“That… whatever that was can’t get through the portal anymore?”

“No. It cannot be opened from the other side.”

Nomad removed the pyramid from its pillow, holding it in his open hand for a moment. Then with a popping sound, it vanished.

“I’ve tucked it into the void,” he explained to Khaldun.

“We’re not taking it with us?” Khaldun asked.

“No, we are. Moving something into the void, one can tether it to its location, or to oneself. Whoever moved this structure into the void attached it to this spot. But the artifact will go where I go.”

“So there wouldn’t have been any way to remove the building from the void back at our camp?”

“No. It was anchored here, so it could not be accessed from anywhere else. I’ve tethered the artifact to my person, so it will travel with me wherever I go. But truthfully, I don’t believe that kind of spell would be possible for something as large as a building. I certainly don’t possess enough power.”

“If you don’t, then I doubt anyone does…”

“There are some who may,” Nomad replied. “But let’s get out of here.”


Chapter 7
Unwelcome Guest


Khaldun and Nomad hurried out of the chamber and back up the steps to the surface. Once outside, Nomad sealed the door, and pushed the structure back into the void. He made Khaldun and himself invisible, and removed the spell he’d cast hiding the surrounding area. Twenty minutes later, they reached Stefan’s camp by the trail, high above the grounds.

“Were you successful?” he asked them.

“Yes,” Nomad replied. “It’s getting late, but we should put some more distance between us and the castle before we make camp.”

They hoisted their packs onto their backs and set off up the trail. After about an hour had passed, they decided they’d gone far enough for the night. Khaldun set up their tent, then sat down with Nomad for a quick bite to eat. Stefan said goodnight and retired to his tent.

“Is there any chance Bichon’s mage will be able to use the artifact?” Khaldun asked quietly.

Nomad met his gaze. “Hardly. The prince will force him to try, and knowing now what it is, I fear the results could be dire.”

“We should refuse to turn it over,” Khaldun suggested.

Nomad nodded. “I’ll speak with Badru when we return.”

“What about Dredmort? Could he use it to summon demons?” Khaldun asked.

“Perhaps,” Nomad replied pensively. “But I’m not sure that he possesses the necessary power, either.”

“He experimented with necromancy at the university, right?” asked Khaldun. “He might know the spells.”

“True. But gaining control of a demon would require more than knowledge. Without sufficient power, it could allow the demon to control the mage instead of the other way around. But it’s hard to know for sure; the university banned the practice of necromancy centuries ago. Knowledge of its workings has been lost. And since then, there has been only one true necromancer on the entire continent.”

“Who?” Khaldun asked in surprise. “I didn’t think there had been any.”

“His name is Myrddin. He’s the court mage in Spanbrook, a princedom far to the north in Dorshire, not too far from the sea. Nobody knows where he acquired the knowledge, though. He departed the university and entered service in Spanbrook as a sorcerer.”

“His prince must be a warlord like Henry,” said Khaldun. “I’m surprised I’ve never heard of him before.”

“No, Prince Aldo is a man of peace. He’s something of an isolationist, in fact. But the university sanctioned Myrddin ages ago, and he severed all ties with them.”

“Well, what do you think Dredmort would do with the artifact if not control demons?”

“I have no idea,” said Nomad. “Let’s hope we never find out.”

“Was that presence I felt beneath the building a demon?”

“Yes, I believe it was. Not a very strong one, though.”

They sat quietly for a minute.

“Do you know how to control a demon?” Khaldun asked finally.

“No, although generally speaking, sorcerers do have an innate affinity with the spirit realm. Our channels of power are open to the world around us—that’s why we’re able to perform magic without any instrument. But it also makes us susceptible to demonic possession.” He held up one hand, showing Khaldun the ring he always wore. “That’s the reason for this. All sorcerers wear one; it hides us from demons.”

“So you can’t be possessed if you’re wearing that?”

“No, I can, but it masks my presence from beings in the spirit world. Makes it nearly impossible for them to find me.”

Khaldun didn’t sleep well. He couldn’t stop thinking about the demonic presence he’d felt in the underground chamber. If that one was weak, he shuddered to think what a stronger one would be like. He didn’t ever want to find out.

They set out at first light and walked all day, but decided to cut their march a little short when a heavy rain moved through the area late in the afternoon. It was dry inside the tent, and Khaldun slept much better that night.

The next afternoon, they reached the border with Oxcart. Stefan bade them farewell at the guard station, and returned to the army camp. Khaldun and Nomad checked in with Captain Petra, retrieved their horses, and headed north. They reached the guard station outside of Oxcart Town and reported to Captain Westmore.

“Were you successful?” he asked. Nomad nodded. “Very well, I will inform His Highness. Will you be returning to your camp?”

“Yes, the prince can send for us there when he’s ready.”

“Very well,” said Westmore, setting out toward the castle.

It started raining as Khaldun and Nomad headed to their camp. They dropped off the horses at the paddock, then Khaldun went to see Mira. The rain had increased to a downpour by the time he’d reached her tent. Khaldun poked his head inside and found Nareen sitting alone.

“I’m sorry to disturb you,” he said. “I was looking for Mira.”

“She’s up at the castle,” Nareen told him with a grin.

“The castle? Why?”

“A summons from the prince, but I’m not sure what he wants with her.”

Khaldun headed back to his own tent, worried now. Why did Bichon summon Mira? But he ran into her on his way there.

“You’re back!” she said, grabbing him and kissing him.

“Mm, it’s nice to see you, too,” he said with a grin. “But let’s get inside—we’re getting soaked!”

They ducked inside his tent and sat down on the bedrolls. Mira kissed him again. “Tell me—how did it go?”

Khaldun recounted the entire story for her.

“How terrifying!” she said when he was done. “A portal to the spirit realm… I cannot imagine Tristan would have any idea how to control such a thing!”

“No, certainly not,” Khaldun agreed. “So what did Bichon want with you?”

“I’m not sure—it was the strangest thing. His guard escorted me into the great hall again, but this time, nobody else was there—it was only the prince and I. He sat me down and… I guess you could say he interviewed me.”

“He interviewed you? About what?”

“Oh, everything—where I’m from, who my father is, loads of questions about his holding and Blacksand… And he asked me about my training as a mage.”

“What did you tell him?”

“That I’m not very good—I didn’t get into the details.”

“He was probably assessing your fitness to become the Princess of Oxcart,” Khaldun suggested, his insides twisting.

“Whatever would give you that idea?”

“Well, his son could hardly keep his eyes off of you.”

“Do I detect a note of jealousy in your voice?” Mira asked with a sly grin. Khaldun shrugged. “You’re being silly. I have nothing to offer—I come from a holding on the other side of the continent, and not one that I stand to inherit.”

“Would you inherit it if your father didn’t have a son?”

“Yes, but then a union with a prince would be out of the question!”

“Why?”

“Highborn daughters retain control of their holdings so long as they marry someone of lesser station. I would have to marry a landless son of a minor lord—then our son would carry on the Grisham name and come into his lands and titles once we’d passed on.”

“But if you were to marry a prince..?”

“In this case, with Prince Phillip being so far away, my family would lose everything. Our holding would pass to some other lord in Blacksand.”

“What about someone closer to home?”

“Well, if I were to marry a firstborn son of a neighboring holding, then ownership of my lands would pass to him, the Grisham line would come to an end, and our son would inherit both estates.”

Khaldun chuckled. “I’ll never understand the highborn and their rules.”

Mira shook her head and sighed. “It’s all moot, anyway. I think the prince was more interested in taking me on as a court mage. But I’m afraid I’d be nearly useless in that role.”

“That reminds me, I asked Nomad about your oddities on our trip,” said Khaldun.

“My oddities? Hah. Well, what did he say?”

Khaldun told her what he’d found out; Mira considered it for a few moments, her brow furrowed. “A null. Yes, that does sound right. And that explains how Gunthar knew what I was right away.”

“Indeed,” Khaldun agreed. “Thank the stars Oscar was able to rescue you—can you imagine what would have happened if Henry had acquired you?”

“Not much, I’m sure—null or not, I’m not very powerful. I can cancel individual spells, but I’m nowhere near strong enough to override mages across an entire battlefield!”

“Perhaps not now, but your power will grow, just like any mage’s,” said Khaldun.

“I guess that’s true. Well, either way, I’m also glad Oscar saved me from that fate!”

Nomad showed up a few minutes later. “We’ve received a summons from Prince Bichon,” he told them. “He has requested that the three of us and Badru report to the great hall tomorrow morning.”

“Have you spoken to Badru?” Khaldun asked.

“Yes. But he refuses to listen to reason. He insists that we must uphold our end of the bargain.”

“This isn’t going to go well,” Khaldun said with a sigh.

Nomad gave him a grim smile before leaving the tent again.

“What was that about?” asked Mira. “What did Nomad speak to Badru about?”

“Refusing to let Bichon have the artifact,” Khaldun told her.

“Ah. Yes, that probably would have been wiser. But Badru did give his word.”

The next morning, Captain Westmore came to collect Badru, Nomad, Mira, and Khaldun and escort them to the castle. Inside, they found that the doors to the great hall were open; Khaldun peered inside. The furniture was arranged the same way it had been last time, with one long table at the far end of the space. Two soldiers stood guard by the rear entry. Prince Bichon and Tristan were nowhere to be seen, but Prince Phillip and the prince’s adviser, Catherine, were there, along with about a dozen other people Khaldun didn’t recognize. They were standing in groups of two or three, chatting noisily.

“Who are all these people?” Badru asked Westmore.

“The prince has invited members of his court to observe Tristan’s demonstration.”

“This hardly seems wise,” said Nomad. “It could become dangerous.”

“You’ll have to take it up with His Highness,” Westmore told him. “If you’ll excuse me?” He bowed, turning and departing.

Khaldun moved into the great hall with the others. Only a few minutes later, a herald announced the arrival of Prince Bichon and his mage. The room quieted and everyone turned their attention to the head table. Phillip moved to the rear entry and greeted his father.

Bichon and Phillip took their seats behind the table, Tristan right behind them. Khaldun thought that the mage looked terrified. Catherine took her place behind the table as well.

“My fine lords and ladies, thank you for joining us this morning,” Bichon called out to the group. “Our honored guests, please come forward.” The wayfarers moved toward the table. “I understand your mission was a success?” Nomad nodded. “Well, let’s have the report.”

Nomad recounted the events of their journey, starting with their arrival at Castle Stanbridge.

“Very well, let’s see this artifact, then.”

Nomad held out one hand, and the black pyramid materialized in his palm. He set it down on the table directly in front of the prince.

“Doesn’t look like much,” the prince muttered, eyeing it skeptically. “Just an old antique.”

“Your Highness, I respectfully suggest that it would be unsafe to test this device,” Nomad told him. “It is a portal to the spirit realm, undoubtedly used by an ancient necromancer to summon his demons. I have sealed it; we must deliver it to the university as quickly as possible.”

“Nonsense,” the prince replied. “I have every confidence in the skill of my mage. Please, unseal it.”

Nomad shot Badru a glance, but he nodded furtively. With a sigh, the sorcerer waved his hand. Immediately, it felt like the temperature had dropped; Khaldun felt a chill run down his spine. The torches on the walls sputtered in their sconces and went out. The prince gazed around the hall with a worried expression, but turned to Tristan and said, “Proceed.”

Getting to his feet, the wizard reached out and repositioned the pyramid directly in front of him on the table. Raising his wand, he recited an incantation and spoke the word of command.

At first, nothing happened. Everyone in the room seemed to be holding their breath. But suddenly, Khaldun felt the ground trembling as if there were an earthquake. A moment later, an enormous shadow grew out of the stone floor, looming over the head table. Khaldun could see eyes burning like hot coals through its transparent form. The demon stared down at Tristan and emitted a thunderous growl; Tristan screamed, cowering away from the monster, but suddenly it disappeared.

“What happened—where did that thing go?” Bichon demanded, getting to his feet and scanning the room in alarm.

But suddenly, Tristan howled, and Khaldun noticed that his eyes were glowing red. The wizard threw out one hand and shot a fireball at one of the court members. It slammed into him, knocking him across the room. He hit the floor screaming as fire consumed him. The rest of the group fled the hall, screaming in panic.

Tristan turned his attention to Prince Bichon; Khaldun noted his neglected wand lying on the table.

“Guards! Protect your prince!” Phillip shouted, jumping to his feet and drawing his sword.

Tristan gazed upon him and laughed, but the voice was not human; Khaldun thought it sounded feral. The wizard advanced on the prince; Phillip stabbed him in the stomach but this didn’t have any effect. The guards grabbed him from behind but he hurled them off of him, throwing them into the wall, and continuing his advance on the prince.

But at that moment, he spotted Catherine. Shoving the prince aside, he lunged at her instead, reaching out and grabbing her by the arm. Catherine screamed; Tristan ripped the top of her dress open.

“Sorcerer—do something!” Bichon shouted. “Seal that portal!”

Nomad looked to Badru, and he yelled, “Do it!” Nomad waved his hand again. Khaldun knew he must have closed the portal, but it had no effect. Tristan had pushed Catherine onto the table and was trying to remove the rest of her dress. Catherine screamed again, struggling to get away.

“Leave her!” Nomad commanded, his deep voice resonating through the hall.

Tristan froze, gazing at the sorcerer for a moment, but then turned his attention back to Catherine. Nomad held out one hand, and suddenly Tristan rose into the air, howling in anger. He hurled a fireball at Nomad; it exploded against him but did no damage. Instead, Tristan reached out to Catherine with one hand, magically throwing her across the room. Catherine screamed, but then her body slammed into the far wall with a crunching sound before falling to the floor.

“Get it out of him!” Bichon shouted. “Expel the demon!”

“I’m sorry, Your Highness,” said Nomad. “I don’t know how.”

Bichon looked from the sorcerer to his mage for a moment, but then Tristan hurled a fireball at the roof, setting it ablaze.

“Kill him, then!” the prince yelled.

Nomad nodded, his expression grim. He focused on Tristan, his brow furrowed, and the wizard burst into flame; Nomad was incinerating him from the inside. The wizard screamed in pain, but the voice was still not his own. Moments later, it was over; the body turned to ash and blew across the hall.

A moaning sound filled the room, and Khaldun felt a cold presence swoop around them. The moan grew louder, turning into an anguished howl.

“The demon remains,” Bichon said, fear in his eyes.

But slowly the noise faded and the presence vanished. The torches burst back to life on the walls. With a wave, Nomad extinguished the fire on the roof.

“I am sorry, Your Highness,” Nomad said with a sigh, “but I did try to warn you.”

Bichon stared at him in shock for a moment before collapsing into his chair. Phillip ran across the room to Catherine, dropping to his knee beside her and taking her hand in his.

“Will she live?” Bichon asked.

Phillip regained his feet, shaking his head. “She is already dead.”

Bichon gazed around the hall in horror as his son returned to his side. Several guards burst into the hall, stopping short and taking in the scene around them.

“Your Highness, we must deliver the artifact to the university,” Nomad told him. “It must be destroyed.”

Bichon fixed him with a steely gaze. “Destroy it here. Immediately. I realize now that attempting this thing was folly, but I also see that transporting it could prove disastrous. Unlike my mage, Dredmort surely does possess the skills to use it. If he were to acquire it, the results could be catastrophic. We cannot risk that.”

“I do not believe I possess sufficient power,” Nomad told him, staring at the pyramid. “But I will try.” He raised the artifact from the table and set it down on the stone floor. Standing back a few feet, he held out both hands and called fire. A white-hot blaze erupted around the object; Khaldun had to shield his eyes and move away from the heat.

Nomad kept it up for more than a minute, finally dropping his arms. When the flames dispersed, Khaldun could see that the floor was glowing—Nomad’s fire had started melting the stone. But the artifact appeared completely unaffected.

“Guards!” Bichon shouted. “Someone fetch a hammer from the smithy.”

One of the men bowed and hurried out of the hall.

“It won’t be any use,” Nomad told him. “We must take it to the university. The governors have in their possession spells that can be used to demolish objects such as this. There is no other way.”

Bichon ignored him. The guard returned a few minutes later, the blacksmith right behind him with a giant hammer in hand.

“Your Highness?” the blacksmith asked, sounding confused.

“Destroy that thing,” the prince commanded, pointing at the artifact.

The man nodded, stepping forward, but then seemed to notice the heat emanating from the floor and backed away. “Begging your pardon, Your Highness,” he said pleadingly. “I dare not approach it.”

Nomad held out one hand, and the artifact flew into his open palm.

“Nomad!” Badru yelled, his voice full of concern.

“It is quite cool,” the sorcerer told him, setting it down at the blacksmith’s feet. “You may proceed.”

The man shot Nomad a puzzled glance, then focused on the pyramid. Grasping his hammer with both hands, he reached back and took a giant swing. The impact produced an earsplitting crack, but the artifact remained whole. The blacksmith stared at it for a moment, then tried again. This time his hammer shattered, the pieces flying across the hall. The blacksmith stood there for a moment, looking perplexed.

“My apologies, Your Highness…”

Nobody spoke or moved for a minute. Finally Bichon got to his feet. Clearing his throat, he said, “It seems we are left with no choice. We must transport this cursed object to the university. I will send a platoon—they can depart with it today.”

“I should accompany them,” Nomad said to Badru.

“Out of the question,” Badru told him. “I will not leave the troupe unprotected.”

“If word gets out that we brought the artifact here, Henry will send his army,” said Nomad. “And when they raze the castle, they will learn that the prince sent it to the university. What chance will those men have then?”

Badru opened his mouth to argue, but at that moment, a messenger stormed into the hall, Captain Westmore on his heels.

“Your Highness,” the messenger said, struggling to catch his breath. “I apologize for the intrusion… but I come from the southern border. Fosland’s army is marching for the castle… they’re coming here!”


Chapter 8
The Battle of Oxcart


“He knows,” Bichon muttered. “Henry found out that you brought the artifact here.”

“But that’s impossible,” Nomad replied. “We encountered no one at Castle Stanbridge.”

“Someone must have seen you,” said Bichon.

“No. We were invisible the entire time.”

Khaldun gasped. “Allister.”

Nomad fixed him with a stare. “Yes. That’s the only explanation.”

“Who in the hell is Allister?” Bichon demanded.

“He was an adviser to Prince Edward,” Nomad explained. “We met him on our way to Stanbridge. He’d escaped the castle, but was injured, so we sent him here with one of your guards.”

“He’s here, Your Highness,” said Westmore. “Our healer saw to his wound and then we provided him lodging.”

“Somehow he must have sent word to Henry,” Nomad suggested.

Bichon shook his head. “Sent word to Henry about what, exactly? Meeting a couple of mages in the forest? Henry wouldn’t send his army here unless he knew that we had the artifact.”

“Why else would a sorcerer be traveling to Stanbridge, Your Highness?” asked Mira.

Bichon stared at her for a moment, a look of comprehension dawning on his face.

“Begging your pardon, Your Highness,” said Badru, “but it hardly matters how Henry found out. His army is headed this way and our people are sitting ducks outside your castle walls! We need to move!”

“Yes,” Bichon said with a nod. “Westmore—send someone to apprehend this Allister character and move him to the dungeons. And dispatch messengers to our forces on the other borders to return here immediately to defend the castle against this invasion.”

“Yes, sir,” Westmore replied.

“Once you’ve done that, move all the men we have here and in town inside the castle. We must prepare for a siege.”

“Yes, sir,” Westmore repeated with a bow, then hurried out of the hall.

“What about our people, Your Highness?” Badru demanded.

“Yes, yes—get them into the courtyard. But be quick about it! We need to close the gates before this army arrives.”

“Sir, Khaldun and I should aid in the defense of the castle,” Nomad said to Badru.

Badru nodded. “Do it. I’ll get the troupe inside,” he replied before running out of the hall.

“I can help, too,” Mira said to Nomad.

“Yes,” Nomad agreed. “Your Highness, could you direct us to your tallest tower?”

“How far are you willing to go in this fight?” the prince asked. “Will you use your powers against the attackers? Or do your vows to the university require you to use defensive spells only?”

“The university is committed to neutrality, but I do not represent them in this conflict,” Nomad replied. “I made my oath to Badru; it is my sworn duty to protect our people by any means necessary. They will be within your castle walls, so I will employ my full power to repel this enemy.”

“Excellent,” Bichon said. “Phillip, see to the sorcerer’s needs. Provide him with whatever he requires to carry out his duty. I will direct our forces, and you shall coordinate the mages’ efforts with our own.”

“Yes, Father,” Phillip said with a bow.

“But before you go, what do we do with that?” Bichon asked Nomad, pointing to the pyramid.

Nomad waved one hand, and the artifact vanished with a pop; Khaldun knew he’d tucked it into oblivion. “They won’t be able to find it,” Nomad said to the prince.

“Very well,” Bichon replied with a nod.

“If you’ll come with me?” Phillip said.

Khaldun and Mira followed Nomad and Phillip out of the hall through the rear entrance. They made their way through the keep and up a set of stairs. Phillip led them out onto the battlements. Khaldun could see Oxcart’s soldiers hurrying about in the courtyard below and their archers lining up along the wall preparing to defend the castle. At the far end of the battlement, Phillip led them inside the tower and up the spiral staircase to the roof.

“This is it,” he said to Nomad. They had a clear view of the courtyard inside the walls, as well as the castle grounds and the surrounding area outside. “Henry’s army will have to come up the south road, and around the bend there to reach our gate.”

Khaldun gazed around at the surrounding countryside. The front of the castle faced west; an enormous field and the approach from the road lay in that direction. He could see much of the town to the north, and the wayfarers breaking down their camp outside the castle wall. There was a group of small buildings far behind the castle, but otherwise, it was surrounded by forest to the south and east.

“Could they come in through the woods?” he asked.

“Perhaps,” Phillip said with a shrug. “But I doubt they would try it. The ground is rough and uneven out there. They might send some snipers in that way to pick our men off the battlements, but their main force is sure to come at us from the road. But either way, you’ll have a bird’s eye view of their progress from here.”

Nomad took in the landscape for a minute. “I’m going to work from here,” he said to Khaldun and Mira. “And I’ll take care of offense. Khaldun, you will remain here with me, and make yourself invisible. We know they’ll have Nineve with them, but I doubt she’ll be their only mage. They will do their best to cancel my spells; I want you to concentrate on harassing them. You will lack the power to have much of an effect on them directly, but using environmental weapons, you should be able to keep them busy.

“Mira, I’m going to station you on the battlements directly above the portcullis. With Allister’s intelligence report, they’ll know about Khaldun and me, but there’s a good chance they won’t be aware of your presence here. I want you to concentrate on defense. Cancel any spells they throw at the castle itself. I’ll make you invisible, but do your best to stay out of view anyway, in case one of their mages cancels the spell.”

“You can’t make me invisible,” Mira pointed out. “Magic doesn’t work on me.”

“The incantation doesn’t need to act on you directly,” Nomad explained. “Invisibility spells essentially create a bubble—anyone outside the bubble can’t see anything inside of it that you’ve included in the spell. Watch.” Nomad raised his hand and Mira disappeared from view.

“Yep, you’re invisible, now,” Khaldun said with a grin.

Nomad lifted the spell. “Position yourself at one of the arrow slits, and you should be able to see their entire army,” he said to Mira. “Nineve will most likely be at the head of the column, but they’ll probably have their other mages on their flanks. Chances are that they’ll be invisible, but you’ll be able to sense it when they cast spells.

“Any questions?”

“No,” said Mira; Khaldun shook his head.

“Very well. Let’s get into position.”

“Just a moment,” said Phillip. “Could you explain precisely what your ‘offense’ will consist of?”

Nomad regarded him for a moment. “You’ll see.”

Phillip looked like he wanted to argue, but seemed to wilt under Nomad’s gaze. With a nod, he escorted Mira down to the barbican while Khaldun remained with Nomad on the tower roof. The area grew noisy as the wayfarers began filing over the drawbridge across the moat and through the gate into the castle. Khaldun had thought the courtyard looked enormous before, but it seemed quite a bit smaller now as their people filled the space. He began to wonder if they could fit the entire troupe inside, but in the end, there was enough room for the animals, too.

Once everyone was inside, Bichon’s men closed the gate and raised the drawbridge. A few minutes later, the prince emerged from the tower wearing full plate armor, and took his position at the center of the barbican, flanked by two of his guards.

Despite the mass of bodies packed into the courtyard, an eerie quiet descended upon the castle. Bichon’s archers stood ready along the battlements; the guards from the town and castle grounds were gathered just inside the portcullis, ready for a sortie should it become necessary. Khaldun hoped that it wouldn’t—there were only about a hundred men assembled there; surely they were far too few to have much impact on an entire army.

“How many men are in Henry’s army?” Khaldun asked quietly.

“Based on the encampment we saw outside Castle Stanbridge, I’d guess roughly two thousand,” Nomad replied.

Khaldun felt his pulse quicken. How could they hope to overcome such a force? Even if they could hold them off long enough for Bichon’s men to return from the borders, it wouldn’t be enough. They would still be severely outnumbered. Then again, he’d never been involved in a siege before.

The minutes dragged by, the occasional clinking of swords or neighing of horses the only sounds. The tension in the air seemed palpable as they awaited their fate. But finally, Khaldun heard the din of marching footsteps in the distance. He made himself invisible; moments later, the head of the army came into view, turning off the road and heading toward the castle.

Khaldun spotted a woman on horseback riding out front with the banners, her flaming red hair identifying her as the witch, Nineve. He didn’t see anyone else obviously a mage, but knew there had to be at least a couple more out there somewhere.

The enemy soldiers poured onto the castle grounds, forming ranks as they arrived. Before long, Khaldun was staring out at a sea of men filling the entire field in front of the castle. They’d kept their distance, the closest ones positioned roughly a hundred yards away. Finally, Nineve rode forward with one of their bannermen.

“Prince Bichon,” she called out as she reached the moat, “on behalf of High Prince Henry of Fosland, I implore you to surrender. You have stolen an ancient artifact from Stanbridge; it does not belong to you. Hand it over, and surely we can achieve a peaceful outcome to our current situation.”

“It does not belong to Henry, either,” Bichon called out in response. “You have orchestrated an unlawful invasion of two sovereign lands, and slaughtered the rightful rulers of Stanbridge. Take your army and vacate our princedom immediately and we will let you live.”

Nineve laughed out loud, looking around at their forces. “You have overestimated your position, Bichon,” she told him. Holding out her staff, she shot a fireball at him, but Mira was ready; the spell fizzled out before it had covered half the distance to the prince. Nineve nodded to herself; Khaldun knew she’d only meant to gauge their magical defenses.

One of the prince’s archers fired at the witch. But Nineve called fire, incinerating the arrow midflight. She and the bannerman turned and galloped back to their front lines.

Moments later, a phalanx of men charged forward, shields overhead, carrying something between them. They headed directly toward the gate.

“Fire!” yelled Prince Bichon.

His archers shot their arrows at the soldiers, but they bounced harmlessly off their shields. Nomad held out one hand, and Khaldun saw fire consume the soldiers from within. They screamed briefly before turning to ash. As their shields hit the ground, he realized what they’d been carrying: a bridge to cross the moat.

More soldiers hurried forward to replace their dead comrades. Khaldun could feel the power of Nomad’s spell, but this time nothing happened—one of Fosland’s mages had blocked his magic. The men managed to get the bridge across the moat.

Fosland’s army sent up an ear-piercing battle cry, and the lead formations charged forward. Khaldun realized that several groups were carrying ladders. Two more phalanxes rushed ahead, each carrying a bridge to either side of the first.

Nomad went to work, calling fire over and over again as the Foslanders swarmed across the bridges. Half of his spells found their targets, and the men shrieked in agony as fire consumed them from the inside out. But an enemy mage managed to cancel much of his magic. Finally, Khaldun found him, but not by sight; the mage was invisible, but he could sense his incantations. Khaldun raised his staff and called earth, knocking a group of soldiers into the mage’s position by the army’s right flank.

Next, he recited the spell to cancel invisibility and spoke the word of command. It worked—he spotted an older wizard getting to his feet and recovering his wand from the ground. The man pointed his wand at Nomad, trying to cancel another of his spells. Khaldun called fire, trying to incinerate him, but it didn’t work—the mage was too strong for him to affect that way. Instead, he ignited the grass around the wizard’s feet to distract him.

A few of the Foslanders managed to get their ladders into position against the battlements. Soldiers began scurrying up the ladders but Bichon’s archers showered them with arrows as others shoved the ladders away from the walls.

But suddenly, a wall of fire erupted along the top of the battlements. Bichon’s men shied away from the heat, and the Foslanders got a few more ladders into position. But then Mira went to work, canceling the flames, and Oxcart’s soldiers rallied, repelling their assailants again.

Nomad focused on the ladders, calling fire to ignite them. But someone on the field was cancelling his spells before they could do much damage. Khaldun checked on the old wizard; he’d managed to extinguish the grassfire, and was pointing his wand at the ladders. Khaldun called air, hurling a fallen Foslander soldier at him, and knocking the man to the ground. He tried to spot a discarded sword or spear he could throw at him, but at that moment something hit the tower; one of the merlons exploded, spraying Nomad and Khaldun with shrapnel. Khaldun spotted Nineve in the middle of the field, standing in her stirrups and holding out her staff; he canceled her next spell before it could hit them. Using the magical force, he created an illusion of a tiger directly in front of Nineve’s horse. It spooked the animal, and he reared before turning and galloping away.

“Well done,” Nomad said with a grin, before returning his attention to the field.

Khaldun felt immense power radiating from the sorcerer, and he stopped to see what he was going to do next. Suddenly, he felt the tower shaking, and worried that Nineve or the wizard had done something to damage it. But a moment later, he realized that it wasn’t only the tower. The ground below was rippling like the surface of a lake—was this an earthquake?

The men in the field had noticed it too, as well as Bichon’s soldiers on the walls. Very quickly the entire battle stilled as everyone looked around in fear. Screams went up from Fosland’s army; Khaldun realized that a fissure was opening in the field, and Henry’s soldiers were falling into it. Staring at Nomad, his mouth agape, Khaldun sensed another wave of power emanating from him and realized that he was causing this. The fissure spread across the ground, widening as it went, swallowing entire companies of Fosland’s army. Flames erupted through the opening, and Khaldun wondered if Nomad had opened a pit to hell.

About a third of Fosland’s soldiers were trapped between the castle and the fissure; Bichon’s archers hit them with a storm of arrows. The men on the other side of the gap began to flee, but suddenly an enormous shadow burst out of the road, quickly growing a hundred feet high. It took the shape of a man, with hot coals for eyes and a body of smoke. The shadow bellowed, hurling fire at the retreating soldiers.

Madness seemed to take the Foslanders as they ran screaming from the demon only to plummet to their deaths in the fissure. Khaldun spotted Nineve riding among her forces, hollering at the men to form ranks. But it was no use; terror had consumed them.

Bichon ordered his men to open the front gate; the soldiers inside the castle charged out onto the field to finish off the men trapped on the near side of the breach. The giant demon faded to smoke, but beyond that Khaldun spotted soldiers riding toward them carrying Oxcart’s colors. He knew these must be Bichon’s men returning from the borders. The remaining Foslanders realized that the demon had disappeared, and turned to flee again. The incoming soldiers engaged them, and the field devolved into chaos.

The ground shook again and Khaldun realized that Nomad was closing the chasm. He tried to find Nineve, but couldn’t see her anywhere; the old wizard had disappeared, too.

“We did it!” Khaldun said to Nomad. “We won!”

But at that moment, the sorcerer collapsed, grasping a merlon to hold himself up.

“Nomad!” Khaldun shouted, dropping his staff and rushing to his side. “Are you all right?”

“I will be,” he said, his voice weak, as he sat with his back against the wall.

“What happened?”

“I’m just drained,” Nomad told him. “That spell took more power than I realized.”

“I never knew you could open a fissure like that,” Khaldun said with a grin. “Or summon a demon for that matter!”

“No, that was only an illusion,” Nomad replied, smiling weakly. “But the chasm was real.”

“I need to practice,” Khaldun said. “I couldn’t have conjured anything that large—or so convincing.”

“The only thing you’re lacking is confidence,” Nomad told him. “Your illusions are plenty strong. Give me a hand getting up—we should regroup with the others.”

Khaldun helped his mentor to his feet, then retrieved his staff. They headed down the stairs, running into Mira partway down. The three of them checked in with Badru in the courtyard. Khaldun was happy to learn that their people had suffered no injuries.

Bichon and Phillip strode into the courtyard and approached them.

“Never in my life have I seen such a display of power,” the prince said to Nomad. “We owe you a debt of gratitude.”

Nomad gave him a bow.

“The witch, Nineve, and that old wizard have gotten away,” the prince told them, “but I’ve sent my men to hunt down the remaining Foslanders. Now, if you’ll join me in the great hall, we have one more thing that requires our attention.”

Khaldun, Mira, Nomad, and Badru followed Bichon and his son into the keep. Inside the great hall, Bichon and Phillip took their seats behind the head table. Moments later, Captain Westmore and one of the guards arrived, escorting a man in chains and shackles into the prince’s presence. It was Allister, former adviser to Prince Edward of Stanbridge.

“Kneel,” the guard commanded, kicking the man in the back of the leg. Allister fell to his knees, crying in pain.

“Allister of Stanbridge, you are hereby charged with treason,” said Phillip. “You knowingly aided and abetted High Prince Henry of Fosland in his efforts to invade Stanbridge and slaughter the royal family. You then proceeded to alert the high prince to the presence of two mages heading into Stanbridge from Oxcart.”

“I did no such thing!” Allister insisted. “For thirty years, I was Prince Edward’s loyal adviser. Never would I betray him as you accuse!”

“Then explain how the Foslanders knew we had the artifact here,” said Nomad.

“What artifact?” Allister asked. “I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Nomad held out his hand and the pyramid materialized in his palm. “Using this, Henry’s chief mage, Dredmort, would command power not seen in Anoria for centuries. This is the reason Henry invaded Stanbridge.”

“I’ve never seen that before,” Allister told him.

“No, of course you haven’t,” Nomad replied. “But after thirty years of service, you would have known of its existence.”

“Well, I uh… that is to say… I mean, of course, I’d heard about it…” Allister stammered.

“How long have you been working for High Prince Henry?” Nomad asked.

“But I don’t work for him!”

Nomad pointed a finger at him, and a tongue of fire appeared in front of Allister’s face. “How long?”

Allister stared at the flame, trying to back away, but the guard held him in place. Nomad inched the fire closer to the man. Allister whimpered, turning his face away from the flame. The guard grabbed his head, forcing him to face it again.

“How long?” Nomad repeated. The flame grew larger.

“All right, I confess!” Allister shouted. “Henry sent an envoy a couple of months ago. He told the prince that Dredmort had discovered a cache of records in Fosland’s library, including a document that referred to an ancient magical device hidden in Stanbridge. The envoy wanted to negotiate a trade.

“Prince Edward denied any knowledge of the artifact, but I knew he was lying. We’d all heard about this heirloom, even if we didn’t know its location. Only Byron knew where it was hidden.

“But the envoy came to me late that night. He told me that Henry was prepared to send an army to retrieve the artifact. There would be a reward if I cooperated, otherwise he had orders to kill me! He held a knife to my throat—what else was I supposed to do?”

“Honor your oath to your prince, perhaps?” Bichon suggested.

“How?” Allister demanded. “I’m no soldier—that man was an assassin. He would have killed me on the spot if I’d refused to aid him. So, I simply confirmed what they already knew—I told him that the prince did possess the artifact he was seeking. And he paid me with a bag of gold…”

“Did you warn your prince?” Phillip demanded.

Allister did not reply, whimpering again instead.

“You coward,” said Bichon. “You sold out your prince. Edward’s death is on your head.”

“There was nothing I could do! Henry already knew about the artifact. There was no point in denying it—he would have invaded anyway, and I’d be dead!”

“And so when they sacked the castle, they let you escape,” said Nomad. “Why? What further purpose did you serve?”

“What?” said Allister.

Nomad moved the flame closer to the man’s face again.

“All right! They sent me to watch the forest trail! Nineve believed the university would send someone to recover the artifact!”

“You alerted them when you encountered us heading toward Stanbridge,” said Nomad.

“Yes… but you sent me with the soldier. I couldn’t risk contacting them in his presence. So I waited until I arrived here—until I was alone. They were so angry that I’d delayed—I was terrified that they would kill me!”

“How did you communicate with her?” asked Nomad.

“Mirrors,” said Allister. “Nineve gave me a mirror. Dredmort has its twin.”

“Dredmort?” asked Nomad. “You were in contact with Dredmort?”

“Y-yes,” Allister replied, shaking now. “He relayed my message to Nineve.”

“Where is the mirror now?” asked Nomad.

“In my chambers. Inside my pack.”

“I’ve heard enough,” said Bichon. “Return him to the dungeons. We’ll execute him at dawn.”

“What? No!” Allister screamed as the guard dragged him to his feet, hauling him out of the hall.

“Westmore, find that mirror and bring it here,” Bichon commanded.

“Yes, sir,” said the captain, hurrying off.

“Communicating that way, Nineve has probably already notified Henry of his defeat here,” Bichon noted.

“Yes, Your Highness,” Nomad confirmed.

“Where would they have acquired such a thing?” asked Phillip.

“Many such items are scattered throughout the Five Kingdoms,” Nomad explained. “Only a sorcerer can imbue an object with magical properties, but Henry and his mages could have collected a few between Fosland and the other princedoms he’s conquered. They’re often passed down as family heirlooms—much like the artifact.”

Westmore returned a few minutes later, a small pocket mirror in hand. He approached the head table with it.

“Your Highness, it could be dangerous,” Nomad warned him. “It’s possible Dredmort could use it for more than just communication. Allow me.”

“Very well,” Bichon agreed.

Westmore handed the mirror to Nomad. Khaldun and Mira moved in closer to him to get a look. It fit in Nomad’s hand, and had a metal cover on a hinge. Nomad opened it. At first, it showed only the expected reflection. But an instant later, that faded into the background, and an image of a man’s face superseded it.

“Dredmort,” said Nomad.

The wizard had a stern face, with a bald head and a long, black goatee. His piercing blue eyes were dead cold.

“Ah, Nomad. You’ve found our spy, then. Well, I daresay he’d outlived his usefulness, anyway.”

“You’ve failed, Dredmort,” Nomad told him. “We routed your army.”

“Yes, Nineve mentioned as much, but it’s only a setback. Don’t worry, we will acquire the artifact before you get it to the university.”

Nomad held his other hand over the mirror and Dredmort’s face abruptly disappeared. He strode to the head table and handed the mirror to Bichon. The prince examined it, a puzzled expression on his face.

“Where did Dredmort go?”

“I removed the spell,” Nomad told him. “It’s just a normal mirror now.”

“How did he know we’d take the artifact to the university?” asked Phillip.

“It’s the obvious course of action at this point,” Mira told him. “None of us possess the knowledge to use it or destroy it. Taking it to the university is the only option that remains if we want to prevent Henry from acquiring it.”

“But how can he possibly know that we don’t know how to use it?” asked Phillip. “That demon that the sorcerer conjured on the battlefield would seem to suggest otherwise.”

Nomad shook his head. “That was only an illusion. It fooled Henry’s soldiers, but Nineve would have recognized it for the ruse that it was. Dredmort already knew that we lacked the knowledge, but the fact that we didn’t use the artifact in today’s battle will confirm that fact for him.”

“I see,” Phillip said pensively. “Well, then we’d better decide how we’re getting it there. We are in danger of another Foslander attack as long as it remains here.”

“I have sent scouts to conduct reconnaissance of the routes heading north,” said Bichon, getting to his feet. “They should return by dawn, and then we can reconvene and weigh our options. But tonight, we shall hold a feast in honor of these mages who saved our princedom!”


Chapter 9
Proposal


Khaldun headed out of the great hall with Badru, Nomad, and Mira, but Phillip held Mira back and asked to speak with her alone. Khaldun raised his eyebrows at Mira, but she only shrugged before taking Phillip’s arm and walking away.

Outside, they found the rest of the wayfarers filing back out of the castle and setting up their camp on the grounds again. Khaldun realized only then that he hadn’t given any thought to his own tent before the battle. He was about to ask Nomad about this, but then Oscar came over to them, carrying two packs.

“You two were busy, so I asked Oscar to pack up your things,” Badru told them.

“I’m not sure that I did this right, but here you go,” he said, handing over the packs.

“Thank you,” said Khaldun. Oscar was covered in dirt and blood. “You’re injured,” he noted as they made their way toward the gate.

“Not my blood,” he replied with a grin, wiping his forehead on his sleeve.

“You were involved in the fighting, then?” asked Nomad.

“Aye. Had to make myself useful somehow. Those Foslanders were well trained, but they had no chance against your sorcery. Haven’t ever seen a mage summon a demon or open a chasm in the earth before. Certainly am glad you’re on our side!”

“The demon wasn’t real,” Nomad told him. “That was only an illusion, and well within the ability of many common mages. But only a sorcerer could command the power it took to create that fissure.”

They crossed the drawbridge and followed the crowd onto the grounds. Nomad and Badru went off to assist with the organizational efforts, while Khaldun and Oscar found their spots and set up their tents.

“Where did Lady Mira go?” Oscar asked.

“Prince Phillip wanted to speak with her privately,” Khaldun replied with a scowl.

“Ah. I heard his father interviewed her. They do seem to be taking quite an interest in her.”

“Yes, they do,” Khaldun muttered. “Mira thinks they want her to serve as a mage, but I’m not convinced.”

“You believe Phillip wants her to marry him?” Khaldun shrugged. “Well, you’ve got nothing to worry about. Mira will refuse him.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“She’s turned down far more attractive offers.”

“But none of those would have made her a princess,” Khaldun pointed out.

“True. But it won’t make any difference. Trust me.”

Khaldun didn’t understand how he could be so sure. They finished setting up their tents in silence.

“Ah, there’s Lady Mira now,” said Oscar, heading away.

Khaldun followed him over to Nareen’s tent; they arrived only moments after Mira.

“Where were you?” Nareen demanded, taking Mira’s face in her hands. “You had me so worried!”

“I helped with the battle, Mother,” she said, but in response to Nareen’s terrified expression quickly added, “But I was perfectly safe—they had me up on the battlements. I was protected behind the wall the entire time!”

“I forbid you from doing that again! Next time, you will remain by my side and let the others do the fighting!”

“What did Phillip want?” Khaldun asked.

“Oh, well… he invited me to attend tonight’s feast as his personal guest,” she said with a grin that looked more like a grimace.

Khaldun felt his insides squirm. “But that’s silly—Bichon is holding the dinner in our honor—you would have been attending anyway.”

“Yes, of course, but now I’ll need to wear a nicer dress,” Mira said, rolling her eyes. “One does not accompany a prince wearing homespun,” she added, pulling at her plain, gray skirts.

“I knew it,” said Khaldun. “He’s going to ask you to marry him.”

“Aye, let’s hope so, lad,” Nareen said with a grin.

“Oh, please,” Mira replied, rolling her eyes. “He can’t.”

“Oh, and why not?” Nareen demanded, looking crestfallen.

“I’m a wayfarer, Mother—I have nothing to bring to such a marriage, particularly to a prince. He’ll be required to marry someone who adds to his family’s power or property in some way. And I can do neither.”

“I beg to differ, my lady,” said Oscar. “You’re a mage. That alone makes you a good candidate.”

“And you’re highborn,” Nareen added. “Don’t you forget it. Your father would provide a dowry—he’s already said so.”

“Well, we’ll see soon enough,” Mira said, shaking her head, but smiling in spite of herself. “But if you boys will excuse me, I need to get ready for the feast,” she added, ducking into their tent.

“This is so exciting,” Nareen said to Khaldun and Oscar before following her daughter inside.

Khaldun heaved a heavy sigh before heading back to his own tent.

“Don’t worry, mate,” said Oscar, following in his wake. “She’ll say no.”

The two of them hung around for a few hours, talking about the battle and other things. Oscar told him he’d never taken part in such a large conflict before. He explained that he’d been involved only in a couple of minor border disputes.

Nomad came to fetch Khaldun before too much longer. Khaldun bade farewell to Oscar and headed off toward the castle with the sorcerer.

“What about Mira?” he asked as they passed her tent.

“She’s already there,” Nomad told him. “Phillip sent one of his guards to escort her there a few minutes ago.”

“Of course, he did,” Khaldun muttered.

They met Badru by the gate and headed inside. There was a lot of noise coming from the great hall this time—many chattering voices and music. Walking into the room, Khaldun noted that they’d set up all the tables for this event. They were covered with white tablecloths, fine china, and silverware. People were milling about the room, engrossed in lively conversation, wearing their best finery. A group of musicians in the back corner of the room was playing a lively tune.

Prince Bichon was nowhere to be seen, but Khaldun spotted Mira, arm-in-arm with Phillip, gathered with two other couples by the head table. Mira threw her head back, laughing at something Phillip had said. She looked beautiful in her fancy pink dress and golden jewelry, her hair hanging in loose curls; she hardly looked like a wayfarer at all.

Khaldun couldn’t help feeling jealous; he wished he were holding her arm instead of Phillip. Mira’s sudden return to his life had rekindled his feelings for her. There was no denying he was in love—in a way he’d never been with the other women he’d known romantically. Certainly, none of them had ever made him feel jealous.

But Mira was special. He’d felt a connection to her when they were younger that he’d never shared with anyone else. A closeness; an understanding. As a boy, he’d believed they’d always be together. And though he’d slowly forgotten about it during her absence, her arrival had revived that connection stronger than ever.

Surely Mira felt the same. She’d said as much, hadn’t she? Told him that she’d never forgotten their promise, and still wanted to marry him? Yet how could she choose him over a life as a princess? She could live in luxury, her every need and desire satisfied by her husband’s riches. How could Khaldun, the poor wayfarer, hope to compete with that?

The herald entered the room, playing a few notes on his trumpet and snapping Khaldun out of his reverie. “Ladies and gentlemen,” the herald announced, “Their Highnesses, Alexander and Desdemona Bichon.”

The room erupted in cheers and applause as Bichon and his wife took their places behind the head table. A man in black robes walked in behind them, and as he took his place beside the prince, the room grew quiet. Khaldun realized he was a priest. He knew most of the people of Anoria believed in the “One True God,” but most of the wayfarers weren’t religious, so he had very little experience with this sort of thing. There had been an old woman in the troupe when Khaldun was younger who believed in the old gods, but she’d passed away many years ago. Khaldun knew that her religion had mostly died out centuries earlier, so he didn’t know much about that either.

The priest said a prayer, giving thanks for their victory and their bounty.

“Please, take your seats, everyone,” Bichon called out when he was done. “Let’s eat!”

Khaldun sat down with Badru and Nomad at the far end of the room. He spotted Mira sitting down next to Phillip at the head table. Servants came out carrying platters of food and flagons of wine, setting them down on the tables. Khaldun filled his plate as one of the servants poured wine into his glass.

The food was delicious, as one would expect at a prince’s feast—venison and quail, potatoes and vegetables. Nomad and Badru chatted amicably with the men and women sitting across from them. One couple was a lord and lady from a nearby holding; the other was a local merchant and his wife. But Khaldun ate in silence, unable to get his mind off of Mira and Phillip. He drank several glasses of wine to wash down the food, and soon found the alcohol going to his head.

When the meal was finished, Bichon got to his feet and asked the wayfarers to stand. He thanked them for their aid in defending the castle, and raised his glass, giving a toast to the three mages. The rest of the guests raised their glasses and drank in their honor. Then the prince ordered the tables cleared away to make room for dancing. Khaldun got up to leave, but at that moment, Phillip and Mira approached, arm-in-arm again.

“Noble sir,” Phillip said, addressing Badru. Khaldun had to stifle a chuckle at the surprised expression on Badru’s face; he was pretty sure no prince had ever addressed him that way before. “Given the absence of Mira’s father, Lord Grisham, the vast distance to his keep, and the fact that the lady now resides in your care, I have determined that you are the one to whom I must make my request.”

“All right,” Badru said, shooting Nomad and Khaldun a glance, struggling to keep a straight face, “and what would that be?”

“I would be forever in your debt if you would grant the Lady Mira’s hand in marriage, my lord,” Phillip said, bowing slightly.

Mira blushed; Khaldun didn’t think he’d ever seen her so embarrassed.

“Your Highness,” Badru replied, clearing his throat. “I am no lord, for one thing, and while I appreciate the consideration, we wayfarers are a free folk. Mira is not my property, and her hand is not mine to grant, in marriage or in any other capacity, for that matter.”

Phillip nodded, turning instead to Mira. “My lady, would you do me the honor of becoming my wife and princess?”

Mira stared at him in disbelief for a moment; Khaldun was on tenterhooks waiting for her reply, more so even than Phillip, who was beaming expectantly at Mira.

“Your Highness, I am flattered,” she said finally. “But this is so sudden… Could I perhaps have a little time to consider the offer?”

Phillip’s smile faded and he seemed to deflate. His expression changed quickly from confusion to disappointment, and then to anger and annoyance. “Yes, of course, my lady.” He bowed slightly to Badru before turning on his heel and striding back toward the head table. Mira looked at each of them pleadingly before hurrying off after him.

“Well, that was unexpected,” Badru said with a grin.

“Indeed,” Nomad agreed. “She believed they would ask her to replace their mage.”

Khaldun had had enough. He walked directly out of the great hall, his head ringing—whether from the alcohol or his anger, he couldn’t tell. Why hadn’t Mira simply refused the prince’s offer right then and there? If she truly wanted to be with Khaldun, then why string the prince along? Returning to his tent, he found Oscar sitting outside, a bottle in hand.

“You’re back early,” Oscar noted.

“Yes,” Khaldun agreed, sitting down next to him. “Highborn functions make me uncomfortable.”

Oscar nodded. “This mead is delicious. Care for some?”

“Sure.”

Oscar handed him a bottle. Khaldun uncorked it and took a long drink.

“My friend, Arman, brewed this,” he said; he’d recognize his recipe anywhere.

“Aye,” Oscar replied. “Met a chap named Riyan earlier. Told me about what happened to Arman in the attack. A shame, that. But I guess he left his equipment to Riyan? He’s got his recipes and plans to keep brewing the stuff.”

Khaldun nodded, a tear coming to his eye. “Arman was a good friend,” he said. “I knew he’d been teaching Riyan to brew for a while before his death. I’m glad someone’s carrying on the tradition.”

“To Arman,” said Oscar holding up his bottle; Khaldun clinked his own against it.

“To Arman,” he agreed, taking another swig. “Sure enough, the prince proposed to Mira.”

“No surprise there,” Oscar said with a chuckle.

“She didn’t say ‘no.’”

“Well, of course she didn’t. Can’t go offending a prince in his own hall in front of all those people. She didn’t say ‘yes,’ either though, did she?”

Khaldun shook his head. “She asked for time to think about it. But he didn’t propose in front of the entire hall—it was only Badru, Nomad, and me.”

“Don’t worry, my friend. By now, she will have turned him down in private. Have to protect the fragile royal ego, you know.”

“If you say so,” Khaldun replied, finishing his drink in one swig, but he wasn’t so sure. Turning down a lord was one thing. But a prince?

He sat up late with Oscar, and downed several more bottles of mead, keeping an eye out for Mira’s return the entire time. But there was still no sign of her by the time he went to bed. Too drunk to stand, he had to crawl into his tent. He lay flat on his back, and it felt like the world was spinning slowly around him. Wondering what Mira was doing, he drifted off to sleep.

Nomad woke him up in the morning; Khaldun opened his eyes and realized that he had a splitting headache. Sitting up, he felt nauseated. He ran behind the tent and vomited.

“Rough night?” Nomad said, shooting him an understanding grin.

“You could say that,” he replied.

“Bichon sent a messenger. His scouts have returned; he’s summoned us to the great hall.”

Khaldun nodded and headed toward the castle with him. They met Badru by the gate and went inside. Mira was already there with Phillip and his father, still wearing her dress from the night before. Khaldun’s heart sank.

“Good morning,” said Bichon, taking his seat behind the table. Phillip joined him, but Mira stayed with the wayfarers. “Our scouts have returned. They report that the road north is clear from southwestern Fosland into southeastern Ulster. Our soldiers will depart this morning to bring the artifact to the university.”

“They have to travel through Fosland?” said Mira.

“Only for a short distance,” Bichon replied. “They could take the west road into Stoutwall, then move into Ulster from there, but it would add at least a day to the journey. But fear not, our scouts saw no troops in the area.”

Nomad held out one hand and the pyramid appeared on the head table in front of the prince.

“Your mages have been a great help to us, Badru,” said Bichon. “But I must make one more request.”

“Yes?” Badru replied warily.

“Send the sorcerer with my men. Under his protection, they would be able to repel any attack. This would give the mission its greatest chance to succeed.”

“Out of the question,” said Badru, shaking his head.

“We would, of course, extend our protection to your people once again during his absence.”

“With all due respect, Your Highness, Henry’s army would have defeated you with ease were it not for Nomad. And Henry will send a force here to find the artifact. I’m sorry, but our involvement in this situation ends here.”

“Sir, you and the prince are both correct,” said Nomad. “Henry will come for the artifact, and my presence will ensure the artifact makes it safely to the university.”

“No. We’ve done our part. This is out of our hands now. We will head into Stoutwall as discussed—and we should depart immediately. With any luck, we will be well within their borders before any more Foslanders arrive here.”

“Could the sorcerer hide the artifact for the journey?” asked Phillip. “As he has done here repeatedly? The mages at the university should be able to bring it back once they arrive there, correct?”

“It doesn’t work that way,” said Nomad. “When I tuck it into the void, I can tether it to its current location, or to me. There is no way to send it with anyone else that way.”

“Would you be willing to send your wizard?” asked Bichon. “He may not be as powerful as the sorcerer, but his help would be invaluable in fending off any attack.”

“I’m afraid not,” said Badru. “We have already done far more than we should have. It’s time for us to be on our way.”

“Sir, I should go with them,” said Khaldun. “He’s right—I could help resist an attack, especially if Henry sends a mage.”

“Khaldun, no,” said Nomad. “Your progress has been impressive, but you are still no match for the likes of Nineve.”

“I agree,” Badru added. “I refuse to put your life in such danger.”

“It’s my choice,” said Khaldun. “Unlike Nomad, I’ve sworn no oath to you. We’re a free people, aren’t we?” It hurt Khaldun to say these words to him; Badru had been nearly as much a father to him as Nomad. “If Henry gets that pyramid, there will be nowhere safe for us to travel—for anyone. I can help prevent that. How can I walk away from this knowing that I could help?”

Badru regarded him for a moment in silence, then shrugged and nodded. “You’re right. I have no authority to stop you.”

“I’ll go with you, too,” said Mira. “Two mages are better than one, right?”

Khaldun’s heart jumped; he noted that Phillip stared down at the table at her words, saying nothing.

“Mira, no,” Badru pleaded. “Think of your mother! Putting yourself in harm’s way like this would torture her.”

“I journeyed halfway across the continent to get here, and managed to arrive safely, didn’t I?”

“You didn’t have Henry hunting you then,” Nomad pointed out.

“No, but we encountered his men anyway, both on the road, and in the very midst of our camp. We won’t be truly safe whether we join the prince’s men or not! And if Henry acquires the artifact, we’ll never be safe again. I’m going to help. And I’m sure Oscar will accompany us as well.”

Badru nodded. “Fine. Go. But you’re going to have to explain this to Nareen,” he said, pointing a finger at her. “Not me.” He turned on his heel and strode out of the hall. Nomad gave Khaldun a look before following him out.

“Very well,” said Bichon, getting to his feet. “We will send someone to fetch you both as soon as our men are ready.”

Khaldun and Mira bowed, then headed out of the castle together.


Chapter 10
Journey


“I’m glad you’re going with me,” Khaldun said as they crossed the drawbridge. “But you would be safer staying with the troupe.”

“Where you go, I go,” she replied, shooting him a grin.

Her words heartened him, but he couldn’t help still having misgivings about her involvement with Phillip. “I waited up for you last night,” he said. “You never returned to the camp.”

“Oh, no. I sat up late with Phillip, and dozed off in his bed. He was preparing to go down to the great hall when I awoke, so it was easier to meet you there.”

Khaldun stopped in his tracks. “You slept with him?!”

“Sleep being the operative word,” she replied, frowning at him and halting herself. “Nothing happened, of course.”

“I find that a little difficult to believe,” he said, resuming his course toward the camp.

“Why?” Mira demanded, hurrying after him. “I’ve saved myself for you this long. What makes you think I would sleep with Phillip?”

“Uh, let’s see. He’s a prince, he proposed to you, and then you spent the entire night with him. What else should I think?”

Mira tutted at him. “Oh, please. I politely declined his proposal after the feast—in private. But we got to talking, and he’s actually quite nice. He was very interested in the history of our people, so…”

“And why didn’t you refuse him immediately when he proposed to you?” Khaldun demanded. “If you’ve been saving yourself for me, then why did you require any time at all to consider it?”

“Khaldun! I didn’t need any time—that wasn’t the point at all. There was never any question that I would refuse him, but as you’ve pointed out, he’s a prince! I’m not sure there’s another highborn lady in all of Anoria who would turn down such an offer, so at the very least, I needed to do so in private.”

“And why is that?”

“To allow him to save face, of course! The only thing worse than being rejected like that would be having it done in public!”

“Which begs the question, why would a prince be interested in a wayfarer bastard in the first place?”

Mira stopped this time, staring at Khaldun as if he’d slapped her.

“I’m sorry,” he said, “that was out of line.”

“Yes, it sure was,” she replied, glaring at him and striding away. Khaldun hurried after her. “And for your information, he’s interested in me because I’m an intelligent, beautiful, and single highborn lady. He doesn’t pass judgement on me simply because my parents never married.”

“Well it’s just that it’s a little unusual, isn’t it? Don’t highborn lords usually seek marriages that provide some sort of advantage? Land or power or something?”

“He’s not a lord, he’s a prince,” Mira pointed out. “So his family already has plenty of land and power. And besides, I would provide them with something very few highborn ladies ever could.” Khaldun stared blankly at her. “Magic. You may have noticed that they no longer have a mage. And on top of that, our kind of power runs in families, and they’ve never had a mage in theirs. But there’s a good chance that any child I might produce with Phillip would be a witch or wizard.”

“But mages are forbidden from ruling a princedom, aren’t they?”

“Sorcerers are, of course, but not normal mages. I mean, it’s frowned upon, but it does happen from time to time. And a ruling prince who’s also a mage would help increase Oxcart’s power in the region. Bichon seemed less than thrilled about my joining the family, but I think that was what clinched it for him.”

They reached the camp, and walked past Badru’s tent; Khaldun looked for him, but didn’t see him anywhere. They reached Mira’s tent and found Nareen outside waiting for her.

“So, my darling, can we call you Princess Mira yet? You were at the castle all night, so I assume there must have been a formal proposal, no?”

“Oh, there was,” Mira said, heaving a sigh, “but I’m afraid I turned it down.”

“What?”

“Mother, I am not interested in becoming Princess Bichon of Oxcart, I’m sorry.”

“Why ever not? This is what I have always dreamed for you! A princess—Mira, are you crazy? Why would you refuse this?”

Mira shook her head. “I didn’t return to our people, risking life and limb in the process, only to turn around and marry the first highborn who proposes!”

“But—”

“Please, forget it, would you? And besides, Mother, I need to talk to you… I’m going to be joining the mission to bring the artifact I told you about to the university⁠—”

“WHAT?! Mira, no—I will not allow it!”

“You can’t stop me, Mother, I’m an adult now. And I won’t let Khaldun do this alone.”

“You’re going with this one?” Nareen demanded. “This is all your fault,” she shouted, rounding on Khaldun now. “You’ve cast some sort of spell on her! That’s the only reason she’s refusing to become a princess!”

“Mother, don’t be ridiculous! Khaldun has no more say in whom I choose to marry than you do!”

Mira ducked inside the tent in a huff.

“We’ll discuss this more later, boy,” Nareen told Khaldun, poking him in the chest, before following Mira inside.

“What’s going on?”

Khaldun turned to see Oscar running over.

“I heard shouting. Is everything all right?”

“Not really,” Khaldun told him with a grin. “Mira’s just told her mother that she’s turned down a marriage proposal from the prince—and that she’s joining the team bringing the artifact to the university.”

“She did? And she is?”

“Yes and yes,” Khaldun said, heading off toward his own tent. “Come on.”

“Why in the world is she going to the university with them?”

“Because I am, too, and Badru won’t let Nomad go.”

“Ah. That explains it. Well, I’ll be joining you too, then.”

“Yes, she figured as much.”

Khaldun found Nomad waiting for him, but their tent was lying flat on the ground.

“You’ll need this,” Nomad said, nodding toward the tent.

“No, I can’t—what will you use?”

“I’ll be staying with Badru while you’re gone. Also, I prepared this for you,” Nomad said, holding something out to him. Khaldun took it and realized it was a small mirror. “It works exactly like the one we found on Allister. I’ve got the other one, so we’ll be able to communicate while you’re away.”

“That’s great, thank you,” said Khaldun.

“Be careful out there,” Nomad told him. “And practice your illusions—they could be quite useful if you get into any trouble.”

Khaldun nodded and found that his eyes were watering. This would be his first time away from Nomad ever since he’d taken him in as a child. He grabbed the sorcerer in a hug.

“I will. Thank you.”

Nomad helped Khaldun pack up the tent and the rest of his things, and once Oscar had finished with his own gear, they headed off to check on Mira. They found her arguing with Nareen, but she had changed into her traveling clothes, and had her pack slung over her shoulder.

“I’m ready, let’s go!” she said, turning her back on Nareen, who was still yelling at her.

“Goodbye, Nareen,” Khaldun said, bowing to the woman.

“Don’t you talk to me in that tone, boy! You’ll live to regret this day, taking my precious daughter off on some⁠—”

“Goodbye, Mother!” Mira said, shouting over her. “Come on,” she added to Khaldun and Oscar, hurrying off. “Sorry about her.”

Heading out of the camp, they found Badru outside his tent, coffee mug in hand. “Are you two sure I can’t talk you out of this?” he asked, taking a drink. “We’ve already spilled enough wayfarer blood for this cause.”

“I’m sorry, Badru,” said Khaldun. “I spoke harshly in front of the prince. This is something I have to do. But I want you to know how much I appreciate everything you do for us. I know you don’t have an easy job.”

“I understand,” he said with a nod. “Your father would be proud, I can tell you that much.”

Khaldun had only vague memories of his parents; he hadn’t been old enough to get to know them before they died. But his father had been a mage, too, and Khaldun had grown up hearing stories about how brave he was. This quest did feel like the type of thing he would have done.

A messenger arrived from the castle, notifying them that the Oxcart soldiers were ready to get underway. Badru gave Khaldun and Mira each a one-armed hug. “Safe travels, both of you. We’ll be waiting for you in Stoutwall.”

Khaldun, Mira, and Oscar headed off to the paddock to collect their horses. Once they’d secured their packs and swung into their saddles, they rode to the front of the castle. They found a dozen mounted soldiers waiting for them there.

“Greetings,” said the leader; Khaldun recognized him from the southern border. “I’m Lieutenant Stancil. You must be the Lady Mira?”

“Yes, and this is Khaldun, and my guard, Oscar. Do you have the artifact?”

“Aye, my lady,” he said, reaching behind him and pulling it out of his pack. “But I was hoping you might be willing to take it. The thing has an unwholesome feeling to it, if you take my meaning. And as a mage, you’d be better suited to protect it, I should think.”

“All right,” she said, taking it from him and securing it in one of her saddlebags.

“We’ll be heading north on the main road, moving straight into Fosland,” Stancil told them. “We’ll pass through there as quickly as we can, and then we should be fairly safe in Ulster. The scouts report the way is clear straight into Roses.”

“Very well,” Mira replied. “I’d like Oscar to ride point with you. Khaldun and I will stay in the middle of the pack. This should maximize our protection of the artifact.”

“Yes, ma’am,” said Stancil, riding to the front of the line with Oscar.

“Yes ma’am,” Khaldun repeated with a grin. Mira reached over and punched him in the arm.

Stancil and Oscar led them toward the road, and Khaldun and Mira fell into line midway back. They reached the road and turned north, riding through the town at a trot.

“Well, I certainly didn’t expect another long journey so soon after reaching the troupe,” Mira said with a sigh as they cleared the north end of the village.

“Let’s hope it’s uneventful,” said Khaldun. “Badru said my father would be proud, but I’m not as brave as he was. I have to confess I’m feeling a little trepidation about this journey.”

“Oh, nonsense,” Mira said, shooting him a smile. “Bravery is only possible in the presence of fear. You’re still going, aren’t you?”

“Yes, I guess that’s true.”

They rode for a few hours, stopping only once to eat lunch and stretch their legs. At midafternoon, they reached the border with Fosland. Oxcart’s soldiers had reestablished their roadblock here after the battle at the castle. Lieutenant Stancil checked in with the captain, and then the men opened the barricade for them. Khaldun felt his anxiety increase as they crossed the border.

But were it not for Oxcart’s military presence, Khaldun wouldn’t have known that they’d entered Fosland. There was rolling farmland for many miles in either direction and larger hills in the distance. Henry didn’t have any soldiers posted here. Only an hour later they crossed into Ulster.

“Ulster’s prince won’t take exception to armed soldiers from a foreign princedom passing through his territory?” Khaldun asked.

“They’ll have travel treaties in place to cover this sort of thing,” said Mira. “Typically they allow a prince or lord to send an armed guard of no more than two dozen to protect dignitaries or merchandise traveling through neighboring territories. Moving an entire army is forbidden, but we shouldn’t have any trouble. At least, that’s how it works in my father’s area.”

“That makes sense,” Khaldun said with a nod. “The troupe has free passage through all the princedoms in Maeda and Dorshire, but of course, we don’t carry weapons.”

They rode for a few hours, then found a clearing by the side of the road and made camp. Oscar set up his tent right next to Khaldun’s, but Mira announced that she’d be staying with Khaldun.

“I assumed as much, my lady,” he said with a grin.

The Oxcart soldiers gave them some space, setting up their own camp a little farther away. Oscar gathered some firewood and they lit a fire in their area.

“So tell me something,” Mira said to Khaldun as the three of them sat down around the campfire. “I understand how elemental spells work, but what about the magical force? That’s what you use to cast illusions and go invisible and things like that, right?”

“Yes,” Khaldun confirmed with a nod.

“How does it work? I mean, when you call fire, you’re literally creating flames or heat. But what precisely are you doing when you use the magical force?”

Khaldun considered it for a moment. “Well, in a way, it’s the most fundamental of the elements. I guess you could say it’s the force of will. For example, if you lift your arm or move your legs to walk, you’re using your mind to make your body move. And when you call the elemental forces, you’re extending your will into the world beyond your body, channeling that thought through your wand or staff.

“When you use the magical force, you’re essentially doing something directly with your will. Instead of calling earth or air to act on an external object, your will itself operates on it. With illusion, for example, you’re simply using your will to project the image that you want to create.”

“And that demon that showed up in the battle was an illusion, right?” asked Oscar. “It wasn’t real?”

“That’s correct,” Khaldun confirmed.

“And can you do that?”

“I can create simple illusions—static ones primarily. Casting something enormous like that demon that can move and makes sounds on its own is beyond my abilities, I’m sorry to say. But I’m working on it.”

“Well, let’s see something, then,” Oscar suggested.

“All right,” said Khaldun, getting to his feet. Holding out his staff, he cast an illusion. Suddenly, Nomad appeared across the fire from them, staring down at them, his hood thrown over his head.

“That’s impressive,” said Oscar, standing up and moving over to the simulacrum. He poked it in the shoulder. “Feels solid.” He lifted the sleeve of the robe, and it fell back into place when he let go. “Seems real enough. But you can’t make him move?”

Khaldun focused, trying to make the illusion walk around the campfire; it did move where he wanted, but glided across the ground without moving its legs. Oscar laughed out loud. Khaldun adjusted the spell, and suddenly Nomad’s voice said, “What’s so funny?” but his lips didn’t move.

“Yeah, that’s not quite right,” Oscar said, retaking his seat. “Still remarkable, though.”

“And you can see it, Mira?” Khaldun asked.

“Of course, I can.”

“Well, magic doesn’t work on you, so I wasn’t sure.”

“But the illusion isn’t acting on me in any way, right?”

“That’s true,” Khaldun conceded. “And you can cancel it?”

Mira held out her wand and the phony Nomad vanished.

“Sure can,” she said with a grin. “You’ve got Nomad down perfectly, though, except for the lack of walking and talking. What else can you cast?”

“Anything, really.”

Khaldun held out his staff again, and a human-sized version of Nomad’s demon appeared.

“Not nearly as scary as the one in the battle,” Oscar told him.

Khaldun focused, changing the demon into a giant hand giving Oscar a rude gesture.

“Oh, now that would be useful in a battle,” Oscar said with a chuckle. Khaldun moved the illusion to make it hit Oscar on the head. “Hey!”

Mira held out her wand and canceled it again. “It would be helpful if you could get your illusions to move. I’ve heard that the magical force is the hardest one to call. Most mages can’t do it.”

“It comes easier to me than the elemental forces,” said Khaldun. “Despite my inability to add movement.”

They sat up a little while longer while Khaldun cast more illusions to amuse them. But finally they grew tired and retreated to their tents for the night. Mira retrieved her saddlebag containing the artifact and brought it into the tent with them. She lay facing Khaldun at first, and they kissed passionately. Then she turned over and fell asleep within minutes. Khaldun held her with one arm, but having her body pressed against his like this was arousing him, making it difficult to fall asleep. Finally, he lay on his back, and dozed off before too much longer.

Khaldun woke to an empty tent. Sitting up and peering out through the flaps, he found Oscar and Mira sitting around a fire again; Oscar was cooking breakfast for them. Once the three of them had eaten, they broke camp and continued their northward journey with the soldiers.

They passed through the villages of a couple of small holdings, with vast tracts of farmland surrounding each. Between them the land was mostly wooded, and they crossed a couple of small rivers. One had a bridge, but they had to ford the other.

They encountered few people—just townspeople in the villages, and a few farmers carting their produce to market on the road. But late that morning, Khaldun heard sounds coming from somewhere up ahead—clanking metal and shouting.

“Do you hear that?” Mira asked.

Khaldun nodded. They moved to the front of the line to confer with Oscar and Stancil.

“Sounds like a battle, my lady,” said Oscar. “Still far off, but we’ll want to proceed cautiously.”

“We’re well within Ulster’s borders here,” noted Stancil. “I’m not sure who would be doing the fighting.”

“Could be a border dispute between two lords,” Mira suggested.

Khaldun and Mira returned to the middle of the line. The sounds of battle grew louder as they went. After a while, they reached a long, gentle incline in the road. At the top of the hill, they reached a clear field, and found the source of the noise.

There was a sea of chaos before them, two armies in open battle. The forces had long since broken formation; the fighting had devolved into small knots of combat, with groups of men vying against each other—Ulster soldiers and men in Foslander uniforms.

“Retreat!” Stancil shouted from up ahead, drawing his sword and trying to get their group back down the hill.

But it was no use; the nearest Foslander unit attacked them next. Oscar and Stancil headed them off before they could reach the others, but in no time, they were surrounded, and being drawn farther into the conflict.

The rest of the Oxcart men formed a ring around Khaldun and Mira, and before long, the Foslanders were attacking them from all sides. Khaldun called fire over and over again, incinerating any soldiers who made it past their defenders. One of the Oxcarters fell, and then another; Khaldun began to worry that they would be overwhelmed. Taking a quick look across the field, it appeared the main battle had moved beyond them, and they’d fallen into the enemy ranks.

For every Foslander they killed, it seemed that two more moved in to take their place. Khaldun called a giant wall of fire, trying to cut them off from the rest of the force. Nobody canceled his spell—thankfully, it didn’t seem like the Foslanders had a mage on the field. But two more soldiers broke through the Oxcarters; Khaldun called fire, but this diverted his focus and his wall of flame disappeared.

Finally, a group of Ulster soldiers showed up, driving their attackers back. The Oxcarters tightened their ring, and the battle seemed to move beyond them as the Ulster forces pressed their advantage. Within a few minutes, Khaldun’s group found themselves alone on the field, only the dead and wounded scattered around them.

“That was too close for comfort,” said Mira. “I thought we were finished.”

Four of the Oxcart soldiers had died in the fight. Two of the others were injured, one with a gut wound; Khaldun knew that one wouldn’t make it. Luckily, Oscar and Stancil had escaped unscathed.

“Looks like a Fosland invasion,” Stancil noted. “Henry’s trying to add another princedom to his territories.”

“Aye, and we’re caught in the middle of it,” said Oscar. “Seems like the Ulster force has driven them back east for now. But the Foslanders could rally—we should hurry north before we get caught up in it again.”

But they’d moved only a hundred yards before a company of Ulster soldiers approached from the north. Stancil called a halt.

“Oxcarters, you’re in Ulster territory here,” their leader called out when they reached them. “State your business in our lands.”

“We’re escorting two mages to the university on urgent business,” Stancil told them. “We claim right of passage as guaranteed by treaty.”

“Our prince has suspended the treaty, as authorized during time of war,” the soldier responded. “You might have noticed that Fosland’s invaded.”

“Our group stumbled upon your battle and took heavy losses. We have no desire for any further involvement in the conflict. If you’ll let us pass, we’ll be on our way, and should make it into Roses by nightfall.”

“I’m afraid not,” the soldier replied. “I’ve got orders to bring any trespassers directly to the prince. Wait here. Keep an eye on them,” he added to one of his men.

Khaldun moved his mount up to the front, turning his back on the watching soldier. “Now what?” he said quietly to Stancil and Oscar.

“We could fight our way through them,” Stancil murmured, keeping his head down. “With your fire and our swords, we might win.”

“That’s a whole company,” said Oscar. “Magic or no, we’d be hard-pressed. And if even a single man escapes to alert a superior, we’d have their whole army looking for us.”

“Let’s wait,” Stancil suggested. “I doubt they’re going to divert an entire company to escort us to the capital.”

Just then, the soldier returned with one of his men. “This is Lieutenant Conway. I’ve given him orders to take a squad and escort your group to the prince. Your men will need to surrender their weapons—and your mages their staves,” he added, nodding to Khaldun.

“Sir, our business with the university cannot wait,” Khaldun told him. “If our mission fails, Henry could end up conquering the entire continent. Surely you don’t want to be the one who allows that to happen? I’d imagine your prince wouldn’t be too happy with your decision here today should that come to pass.”

“I have my orders,” the soldier said, “and now you have yours.” He rode back to the company.

“You heard the captain,” Conway called out. “Now turn over your weapons and we can get underway.”

Stancil and Oscar looked to Khaldun for guidance; he nodded. Conway sent a couple of his men to collect their swords, Khaldun’s staff, and Mira’s wand. The larger company resumed their course to the south, and then once they’d passed, Conway led their group north. They reached another road at the far end of the field and turned west.

Khaldun tried to talk Conway into letting them go on their way, but it was no use. The man refused to hear his arguments, and insisted apologetically that he was only following orders.

“We’d better hope that Ulster manages to drive Henry’s forces back,” Mira said to Khaldun. “Even if we convince the prince to let us continue north, it’ll be for nothing if Henry sacks his castle.”

Khaldun nodded, trying to think of a way out of this. Minutes later, there was a sound of many hoofbeats coming up behind them. Turning in his saddle, Khaldun spotted what looked like an entire company of Foslanders headed directly for them. Conway commanded a halt, moving his men to the rear guard. Khaldun rode over to Conway.

“Give our people back their weapons—and me my staff!”

“No! Now get back!”

“Fool—you cannot possibly defeat that many men with a single squad! They’ll slaughter you! I’m a mage, dammit—let me help!”

Conway eyed him for a second longer, then ordered one of his men to return their belongings. He handed Khaldun his staff only moments before the Foslanders arrived. Holding it in front of him, Khaldun raised a ring of fire around the enemy soldiers. They reined in their mounts, many of them rearing and neighing loudly.

Khaldun began incinerating the Foslanders one at a time. Realizing what was happening, several of them managed to urge their horses through the wall of flames, charging the Ulster soldiers. Man-to-man combat ensued, the Oxcart soldiers rushing in to help.

The wall of flames diminished as Khaldun focused more fully on eliminating individual soldiers. Some of the Foslanders charged back the way they’d come. Together, the Ulster and Oxcart soldiers managed to cut down the rest. Within minutes, it was over.

“That’s it, now,” said Conway, turning back to Khaldun and his group. “We thank you for your assistance—reckon we wouldn’t have made it through that alive without you. But it’s time to surrender your weapons again.”

“I was afraid you would say that,” said Khaldun, calling a finger of fire in front of Conway’s face. “But I agree that you would be dead now, were it not for us. And to repay that debt, I would suggest that you let us go, so we can resume our course to the university without any further delay.”

“I’m sorry, but I cannot do that. I have my orders.”

“Think about it, man,” said Khaldun, growing the flame a little larger. “There are ten of you, and ten of us—but you haven’t got any mages. We’re going to resume our mission whether you allow it or not. So you can stand aside and give us your blessing, and live to tell your superiors that we escaped in the chaos of the battle. Or you can die here. Your choice.”

Oscar and Stancil moved their horses next to Khaldun’s, swords drawn. Conway looked back at his own squad, then eyed Khaldun’s fire again.

“You win,” he said with a nod.

“You’re a scholar and a gentleman,” Mira told him with a smile.

Stancil ordered Conway to lead his men back the way they’d come. They moved out and Khaldun’s group followed. Once they’d reached the north-south road, Stancil told Conway to ride south. They waited till they’d moved out of view, then they took off to the north.

“Let’s hope we don’t run into any more Ulster soldiers before we get to Roses,” said Mira.

“Or Foslander ones, for that matter,” Khaldun replied.


Chapter 11
The Temple of Manesh


They continued north for the rest of the day and well into the evening, trying to put as much distance as they could between them and anyone else’s army. Finally, before it grew fully dark, they found a clearing in the woods not far from the road and made camp there. Once again, Khaldun and Oscar set up their tents a little away from the others’. They didn’t risk a fire, and Khaldun made the entire camp invisible.

After having a bite to eat, Khaldun called a small flame to provide some light and spent some time practicing his illusions again. He focused on creating an image of Nomad, this time concentrating on getting the movement of his walking correct. Khaldun knew that to cast any illusion, he had to visualize whatever he wanted to cast. He’d seen Nomad walking with the wayfarer caravan more times than he could count, so he imagined that.

And it worked—his moving illusion of Nomad was highly accurate. But he’d also and unintentionally included a horse and rider and a wagon alongside the sorcerer.

“That’s much improved,” Oscar said with a chuckle, “except that your wagon just moved through a tree…”

Mira giggled.

“Yes, well,” Khaldun replied, clearing his throat, “I didn’t mean to include the wagon at all. So let me try again.”

Khaldun cast the illusion several more times, successfully eliminating the unwanted elements, while still focusing on Nomad’s movements. But suddenly, the third time he produced the illusion exactly how he’d intended, it disappeared unexpectedly. He tried again and again, but it kept vanishing only a second or two after he’d cast it.

“I don’t understand,” he muttered in frustration. But suddenly he noticed that Mira was giggling. “You canceled it!”

She tried to feign surprise and ignorance, but Khaldun could see right through it. And he noticed that she’d hidden her wand up her sleeve.

“That’s it—hand over your wand,” he said, striding over to her.

“What? Why? I didn’t do anything,” she insisted, but then broke down in a fit of giggles.

“Come on, let’s have it!”

He tried grabbing it from her sleeve, but she rolled away. Khaldun managed to catch her by one ankle and dragged her back to him. Before he knew it, they were both on the ground wrestling each other for control of her wand. But he finally managed to grab it.

“Hey!” Mira shouted. “Give that back!”

“I will,” he promised, regaining his feet and pocketing her wand. “As soon as I’m done.”

“Hmph,” she said, standing up and dusting herself off. “Fine.”

Khaldun cast his illusion again, but before the Nomad doppelganger had taken more than three steps he disappeared again. He checked to see if Mira had somehow taken her wand back, but it was still in his pocket.

“What on Earth…”

Mira giggled again.

“You did that?”

“Who, me?” she said, doing her best to look innocent. “But the big bad wizard confiscated my wand. I’m just a powerless wayfarer girl.”

“No, seriously—did you do that?”

“Maybe,” she said, shooting him a sly grin.

“That’s astonishing—only sorcerers can do magic without an instrument!”

Mira shrugged.

“Have you ever done that before? Actively canceled a spell without your wand before?”

“I don’t think so…”

“Well, try something else,” said Khaldun, calling fire and creating a pillar of flame. “See if you can cancel that.”

Mira focused for a moment, brow furrowed, and then the inferno disappeared.

“Astounding,” said Khaldun. “How about this?” He called air, lifting Oscar off the ground.

“Whoa—hey—I don’t like this,” he shouted, looking around frantically.

But Mira stared at him for a moment and he returned to the earth.

“Well, this is quite something,” said Khaldun, handing her back her wand. “But I would strongly urge you not to let anyone else see you do that.”

“Why?” asked Mira. “It’ll be pretty convenient if you ask me.”

“Yes, but we already know Henry wishes to acquire you. If he gets word of this, it will only increase that desire.”

Mira frowned at this. “I’m not sure why that would be. It’s fairly common for mage children to do magic without any instrument in the beginning, isn’t it? That’s usually how their parents discover their ability.”

“Yes, but it’s never anything they can control—it happens accidentally. And their powers never develop unless they train with a wand or staff. For any witch or wizard to cancel spells at will without an instrument is unheard of.”

“All right,” Mira said with a shrug. “I’ll keep using the wand then.”

They decided to keep watch, and Khaldun took the first shift. A few hours later, Oscar relieved him. Khaldun knew there was a way to keep his invisibility spell intact after falling asleep, but he hadn’t learned how to do that yet. But so far, no one had gone by on the road. Khaldun crawled into his tent next to Mira and went to sleep. They woke at first light, broke camp, and resumed their course along the north road.

“We should make it to Roses by nightfall tomorrow,” Stancil told them.

They rode all day, taking only a few brief rests. The forest grew thinner as they traveled north. Before long, they found themselves moving through farmlands again.

“It’s strange—we haven’t encountered a single soul today,” Mira commented late in the afternoon. “That didn’t happen once on the journey from father’s keep.”

“It is odd,” Khaldun agreed. “Feels like the very land is holding its breath to see what happens with the conflict between Ulster and Fosland.”

Not long after, they passed a grove of trees surrounding a castle. But there were no guards posted anywhere around the structure, and no signs of life inside.

“Could it be abandoned?” Mira asked.

“Perhaps,” said Khaldun. “Let’s take a look.”

He rode up to Stancil and asked him to order a brief rest. Then he and Mira dismounted and walked over to the castle. It was smaller than Prince Bichon’s. There were towers at each of the four corners, and giant wooden doors where the portcullis would normally be.

“The building looks well-maintained,” said Khaldun as they approach the doors. “What is this?” There was an eye carved into the middle of the doors, with a sunburst extending from its bottom.

“It’s the symbol of Ohlam,” said Mira, running her hand over the carving.

“Ohlam?”

“It was an ancient religion that died out in the early days of the Pythan Empire,” she explained. “This must be a temple.”

“Then I would guess that the religion hasn’t actually died out,” said Khaldun. “It may be a temple now, but this was certainly built as a castle. Someone must have converted it—and it doesn’t seem old enough to predate the Pythan Empire.”

“No,” Mira agreed. “And it doesn’t feel like it’s been abandoned, although I don’t get the sense that anyone is here at the moment. But it does seem a little creepy,” she added with a little shiver.

Now that he thought about it, Khaldun did get a strange feeling from the place—not magic exactly, but some sort of energy. “Yeah. I agree. Well, let’s get back to the others. We still have more ground to travel today.”

They rode for another hour or so, but dusk began to gather, and they started looking for somewhere to camp for the night.

“I don’t like it,” said Oscar, dropping back to Khaldun and Mira. “It’s all flat and open as far as the eye can see. Nowhere to take cover.”

Khaldun gazed up and down the road, trying to find anyplace they might be able to hide from view, but Oscar was right. He would make them invisible, of course, but the open ground made him nervous, and his invisibility spell would only last while he was awake.

Suddenly, he spotted what looked a giant dust cloud far to the north, in the same direction as the road. “What’s going on up there?” he asked, pointing it out to Oscar and Mira.

“Oh, shit,” said Oscar. “Only an army could kick up that much dust. We’ve got to get off the road.”

“And go where?” asked Khaldun. “I don’t see anywhere we could hide.”

“We should go back to that temple,” Mira suggested.

“That’s not a bad idea,” said Khaldun, growing more apprehensive by the second. “Even if nobody’s there, we could break the door down.”

“Or at least take cover behind the building,” Mira replied. “It was large enough to hide our little group.”

Khaldun went to talk to Stancil. He gazed north for a minute, then agreed that backtracking to the temple would be best, despite the time they would lose. They turned around and headed south.

It had grown fully dark by the time they reached their destination, the moons providing the only light. This time, the entire group rode their horses right up to the building. Khaldun dismounted and pounded on the door. Listening intently, he didn’t hear any sound within. He knocked again, louder this time. Suddenly a rectangular spyhole opened just above the carving of the eye.

“Hello?” Khaldun called out. There was no reply and the spyhole closed again. “Well, there’s someone in there,” he said, turning to Mira and the others. “There’s an army coming down the north road, and we’re looking for shelter,” he called out, facing the door again. “We’re heading to the university on urgent business, and just need to hide until the army passes. Can we come inside?”

There was no answer. Khaldun was about to pound on the door again, but suddenly, it started opening very slowly. He backed away, and saw a short man standing inside, holding a torch. He wore brown robes like a wizard, but carried no wand or staff. His head was cleanshaven. The man looked around at their group, holding up his torch to see them better.

“Who are you?” he asked, his voice raspy.

“My name is Khaldun—I’m a mage, and this is Lady Mira of Blacksand. These soldiers hail from Oxcart; Prince Bichon has sent them to escort us to the university.”

The man nodded, opening the door wider for them, and standing aside. “My name is Peter. You may shelter with us; it is unlikely the army will bother you here.”

“Thank you, sir,” said Khaldun, bowing to him. He took his horse by the reins and led him inside, Mira, Oscar, and the others right behind him. Once they’d all moved into the central courtyard, Peter closed and barred the door behind them. The others dismounted; Khaldun called fire and extinguished the man’s torch. He started in surprise.

“Sorry,” said Khaldun. “But we’d prefer if the army doesn’t see any light in here.”

“Forgive me,” Mira said to Peter, “but this is an Ohlam temple, isn’t it? And you’re a monk?”

“Yes, my lady,” he said, bowing slightly. “You have entered the Temple of Manesh.”

“Manesh?” she repeated, sounding surprised. “But he’s the chief deity, isn’t he? I thought the temples were all devoted to the lesser gods?”

“They were in the old days,” the monk replied. “Before the fall.”

“It was my understanding that Ohlam had died out centuries ago,” said Mira. “Clearly I was mistaken.”

“We nearly did, my lady, but a few hangers-on preserved the faith through the dark times. They handed down the teachings secretly from one generation to the next.”

“Are there many temples now?”

“Sadly, no. We are one of the few. But there were none a century ago. We are making a slow comeback.”

“My lady,” said Oscar from the doorway, “the army approaches.”

Mira joined him, staring through the spyhole. Khaldun could hear the din of the passing forces. “Oh, no—a couple of soldiers are coming this way!” Mira whispered, closing the spyhole.

“Stay silent!” Khaldun quietly urged the others.

“Tellin’ ya, Aramis, the place looks deserted,” a voice said from outside the door. “No lights or anything. Probably abandoned.”

“Maybe, but our orders are to investigate, and it ain’t up to you to question the orders.”

There was a pounding on the door. Mira locked eyes with Khaldun, grimacing; Khaldun held his breath, his heart hammering in his chest.

“Open up in the name of High Prince Henry of Fosland,” the first voice shouted.

“Hold on, what is that on the door?”

“Don’t rightly know. Looks like an eye of some sort.”

“Yes. The eye of Ohlam. This is no castle, it’s a monastery. Come on—we’re wasting our time here.”

Khaldun held his breath a few moments longer, then exhaled, and opened the spyhole. The men were gone. He could see the army progressing down the road—it extended as far as he could see in both directions, though he couldn’t see very far through the small opening. The minutes dragged by, but finally the rest of the horde went by, and they didn’t send anyone else to the monastery. Khaldun heaved a heavy sigh of relief. Turning to the others, he realized with surprise that twenty more monks had appeared, all wearing brown robes—their approach had been silent.

“They’ve passed,” he reported to the others.

“I didn’t think they would trouble us here,” Peter said. “We were about to sit down for dinner when you arrived. Would you like to join us?”

“We appreciate the offer,” said Stancil, “but we’d better be going. It’s late and we still need to find somewhere hidden from the road to camp.”

“You are welcome to camp here, in our courtyard,” Peter told him. “We keep the entries barred at all times, so you will be quite safe here.”

Stancil looked to Khaldun and Mira. Khaldun’s stomach was rumbling, and this place would provide excellent cover from the road. He nodded to Mira.

“We accept,” she said to the monk. “Thank you so much!”

Stancil left one of the soldiers to guard their horses and gear. The others followed the monks inside the building, into the area that must have once been the keep. One large table sat in the middle, with only enough seats for the monks.

“We were not expecting guests,” Peter told them, “so I’m afraid we did not prepare enough food. But please, sit down, and we will make more.”

“Oh, no, please—you and your brothers should eat first,” said Mira. “We can wait.”

But Peter insisted, so Mira, Khaldun, and the soldiers all sat down. There were three enormous bowls of stew on the table. They passed these around and served themselves. A couple of monks disappeared into the kitchen to prepare more food, while the others stood around the edges of the room, watching them eat with their arms crossed inside the large sleeves of their robes.

“So, their religion is polytheistic, right?” Khaldun asked between mouthfuls of stew. “There was a woman in the troupe when we were little who always used to talk about the old gods.”

Mira nodded. “Yes, they have six lesser gods and goddesses—three of each, with Manesh presiding over the lot.”

“And was Manesh male or female?”

“Neither,” said Mira. “Or both… I never fully understood that part.”

“I’ve heard that Ohlam was quite popular in ancient times,” said Khaldun. “How did it die out?”

“It was the dominant religion on the continent for centuries,” Mira confirmed. “But Nyro had the temples destroyed and the priests and monks slaughtered soon after she murdered the emperor and took his place.”

“Nyro… She was the great necromancer, wasn’t she?”

“Yes. And she’s the reason they outlawed necromancy. Her reign of terror lasted hundreds of years before the princedoms finally enlisted the help of the elves from across the sea and overthrew her. They killed her and all of her other necromancers, and then the university proceeded to destroy every book and scroll about necromancy that they could find in all of the major libraries.”

“And why did Nyro wipe out Ohlam?”

“I don’t know,” said Mira. “Unfortunately, the university became a little overzealous in its purge, and destroyed many historical texts in the process. The mere mention of Nyro’s name was often enough to get a book burned. And without those records, scholars today are not sure what motivated Nyro’s actions.

“But the rest is history. Religion was outlawed during Nyro’s reign. And once the Pythan Empire fell, Unitarianism emerged as the dominant religion on the continent.”

Khaldun nodded. “The ‘One True God’ won out in the end.”

Once they’d finished eating, they rose from the table, and the monks took their places. Mira and Khaldun led the soldiers out to the courtyard to begin setting up their camp. But they found one of the monks arguing with the soldier they’d left to stand guard.

“What’s going on here?” Mira demanded. Khaldun realized that they were standing by Mira’s horse.

“I’m sorry, my lady,” the soldier said with a bow. “This monk was trying to get into your saddle bag.”

“Why?” Mira asked the monk.

“What is it that you carry in there?” the monk asked.

“That’s none of your business,” Mira told him, moving to position herself between the monk and her horse. “My belongings are my own, and no concern of yours!”

“You have brought an object of great evil into our midst,” said a deep voice from behind them. Turning, Khaldun spotted a man standing there; his robes were like the others’ but white instead of brown. “And that makes it our concern.”

“And who are you?” Mira demanded, as Oscar drew his sword.

“My name is Turin. I am the high priest here. You carry something that is emanating great power—what is it?”

Khaldun found this odd; he hadn’t been able to sense the artifact at all since Nomad sealed the portal. He didn’t understand how the priest could.

“It is nothing,” Mira told him. “A family heirloom from Stanbridge that we are transporting to the university.”

“Might I see it?” the priest asked.

“No, as I told your monk, it’s none of your concern,” said Mira.

“Then I’m afraid I must ask you and your people to leave our sanctuary,” the priest replied.

“Show him,” said Khaldun. “What harm could it do?”

Mira shot him a glance, then nodded. Opening the saddlebag, she pulled out the artifact and held it in her open palm. The priest reached out with one hand, but Mira backed away, and Oscar stepped between them.

“A portal,” said Turin. “I suspected as much.”

“The sorcerer, Nomad, sealed it before we set out on our journey,” Khaldun told him. “Nothing can come through it, I assure you. We’re taking it to the university to make sure that High Prince Henry cannot acquire it.”

Turin considered him for a moment before turning his gaze back to the pyramid. Mira returned it to her saddle bag.

“Very well. You may camp here for the night. But you—and that thing—must be on your way at first light.”

He turned and strode away, the monk following in his wake.

“That was odd,” Mira said once they’d moved out of earshot. “How did they know I was carrying anything like this?”

“I’m not sure,” Khaldun replied, shaking his head. “I have sensed nothing from it since Nomad sealed it.”

They turned in for the night, and Mira brought the saddlebag into the tent with them. Khaldun realized how tired he was when he hit his bedroll; he fell asleep within minutes. He woke early to find Mira rummaging through the bag.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

She stopped what she was doing and stared at him for a moment.

“It’s gone.”

“The artifact?”

“Yes,” she muttered, now emptying the bag’s contents onto her bedroll. “They must have taken it. I don’t understand how they could have done it without waking us.”

Khaldun sat up, peering out through the flaps.

“It’s not even dawn yet. Well, let’s go confront them.”

Khaldun took his staff and Mira her wand. They woke Oscar; he donned his sword belt, and then they headed into the temple. But the monks were nowhere to be seen. They searched the entire ground floor—the kitchen and pantry, great hall, and library—as well as the sleeping quarters upstairs, but the building was empty. But as they descended the steps again, Khaldun sensed something.

“I’m feeling some sort of presence here,” he told the others, gazing around the great hall. “It’s similar to what I felt when we found the pyramid…”

“Is it the artifact?” asked Mira.

“Yes—well, not the pyramid itself. But something that’s probably come through it.”

“What, like a demon?” asked Mira. “But I thought Nomad sealed it? Could it have opened the portal from the other side?”

“Nomad told me that wasn’t possible. But this means the artifact must be here somewhere.”

The three of them searched the ground floor again, but still found nothing.

“Hang on,” Oscar said as they returned to the great hall. “Do you hear that?”

Khaldun and Mira listened for a moment.

“I don’t hear anything,” Khaldun whispered.

“I do,” said Mira. “It sounds like… chanting.”

“Where’s it coming from?” Khaldun asked.

“This way,” Mira replied, leading them back into the library.

They stopped and listened again. This time, Khaldun could hear a faint humming noise.

“Could there be a hidden chamber somewhere?” asked Oscar.

“Perhaps,” said Khaldun.

They walked slowly around the room, trying to locate the source of the sound. It seemed to grow louder by a bookshelf on the far side of the room. Khaldun examined the area more closely, and felt a faint breeze coming from the gap between two uprights. He whistled quietly to the other two.

“What is it?” Mira asked when they reached his side.

“There’s something behind this bookshelf,” he told them.

Grabbing onto one of the shelves, Khaldun pulled; the entire section opened like a door. Behind it was a steep staircase delving deep into the earth.

“I’ll be damned,” said Oscar.

It was dark down there, other than a faint flickering, as if from torchlight. And the chanting was louder now.

“I’m going to go ask Stancil to get his men ready and pack up all the gear,” Mira whispered. “We may need to get out of here in a hurry. Wait for me before you go down there.”

Khaldun nodded; Mira hurried off. Once she’d returned, Khaldun led the way down the steps, staff held before him, ready to cast a spell. He heard Oscar unsheathing his sword behind him. At the bottom, they came to a long, narrow tunnel leading under the building. As they followed that, the chanting grew louder; Khaldun could discern individual words now, but they were in an unfamiliar language. They reached the tunnel’s end; to the left an archway formed the entry to a cavernous chamber. Inside, the monks were standing in a circle around a stone altar, their eyes closed; the artifact was sitting in the center of the altar. Khaldun spotted their priest, Turin, at the far end of the chamber.

There was some sort of presence here with the monks; Khaldun was certain of it. He didn’t think it was the same as the one he’d sensed in Stanbridge, though. It felt vastly more powerful.

“What are you doing?” Mira called out. “You will return the artifact to me immediately!”

The monks ceased their chanting, noticing Mira and her comrades for the first time. They moved between Mira and the altar, forming a human barricade.

“You must permit us to continue,” Turin implored her.

“What have you done?” Khaldun demanded. “You reopened the portal!”

“No—we don’t know how. We only summoned Manesh; he opened it from the other side. But we must continue our ritual to guide him back from his dungeon!”

“But Manesh is a god,” said Oscar. “Who put a god in a dungeon?”

“Nyro cast the gods out of heaven when she rose to power,” said Turin. “We have searched for centuries to find a way to bring them back. And you have brought us the answer! I did not realize the true nature of this artifact at first, but now, we must keep it!”

“I’m afraid not,” said Khaldun, holding out his staff. He called fire, shouting the word of command. A pillar of flame appeared, spreading from him to the altar. He split it into two, driving the monks back, and forming an alleyway between them.

But at that moment, something extinguished the flames, and lifted Khaldun off his feet, pinning him to the wall. There was a low rumbling sound, and the monks looked around in fear. Suddenly, Khaldun realized it was a voice, speaking long, slow words.

“What the hell?” he shouted.

Mira pointed her wand at him, canceling whatever spell was holding him aloft. Khaldun hit the floor and Mira darted to the altar, grabbing the artifact.

“Stop!” Turin yelled, blocking her way back to the tunnel. “That’s the only way we have to bring back our gods!”

Khaldun held out his staff and called earth; something invisible slammed into Turin’s back, knocking him to the floor. Mira ran past him and back into the tunnel. Khaldun followed at a run, Oscar taking up the rear.

“What the hell happened down there?” Oscar said once they’d returned to the library. “Who cast those spells against you—was one of the monks a mage?”

“No, it wasn’t the monks,” Khaldun replied, following Mira out into the courtyard. “It was whatever they were trying to bring through the portal.”

“Their god?” Oscar asked.

“I don’t know,” said Khaldun. “Whatever it was, it was immensely powerful. Let’s be glad we got there before they’d completed their ritual!”

The camp was gone—the tents, the men, and the horses. For a moment, Khaldun began to panic, wondering how they were going to continue their journey. But then he realized that the outer doors were open; Stancil and his men were waiting for them out by the road. Khaldun, Mira, and Oscar hurried outside as the monks ran into the courtyard.

“Wait!” Turin yelled. “Come back!”

But they ignored him, mounting their horses and heading north as the sun cracked the horizon.


Chapter 12
Roses


“What do we do now?” asked Mira. “Can you seal the portal again?”

“I don’t know how, and after what happened with Tristan back in Bichon’s castle, I’m not willing to try.”

“But can that thing still use the artifact to enter our world?” asked Mira.

“I don’t think so,” said Khaldun. “And I no longer feel its presence. I do not think it was a god—it used a spell against me, which would seem to indicate that it was a mage.”

“Not a demon?” asked Mira.

“It did not feel like the one Tristan summoned—that had no corporeal form. Whatever the monks were trying to bring through the portal was not purely spirit. I could sense something—or someone—solid behind it.”

“So Manesh could have been a person?” Mira asked. “A powerful mage rather than a god?”

Khaldun shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m not convinced that was Manesh.”

Mira considered this for a moment. “Will any mages we meet on the road be able to sense the artifact now that the portal is open again?”

“I don’t think it’s possible for a normal mage to sense the artifact itself,” Khaldun replied pensively. “When we found it, I felt something, but I believe it was a spirit or demon that had passed through the portal. If that happens again, then yes, I do believe any mage we encounter would detect that.”

“The monks sensed it somehow even though the portal was closed,” Mira observed.

“Yes. But I don’t know how. They’re not mages, but their rituals must tap into some form of magical power—whether they know it or not. I can offer no other explanation.”

“Well, let’s hope we don’t encounter any hostile mages between here and the university,” Mira said with a sigh.

“We should cross the border into Roses later today,” Khaldun told her. “That’s friendly territory, so we should be safe there.”

They rode in silence for a while. Later that morning, they gave the animals a rest by a lake and ate some food. Soon after resuming their course, they crossed the border into Roses. A few hours later, they spotted Rosetown in the distance. But as they drew closer, Stancil ordered a stop. Khaldun and Mira rode to the front of the line.

“What is it?” Khaldun asked.

“Trouble,” said Oscar. “The flag on the keep is wrong.”

Khaldun looked closer—Oscar was right. “Fosland’s colors.”

“Aye, and note that huge encampment outside of town,” Oscar told him. “Looks like an army to me.”

“Henry’s sacked Roses?” asked Mira.

“It looks that way,” said Stancil. “Would’ve been a straight shot north from Rosetown to the university, but we can’t go that way now.”

“Can we just go around the town?” asked Mira.

“We could,” Stancil replied. “But I’m betting Henry will have men guarding the entry to the university’s territory.”

“We’ll have to cut through the country to the northwest, find the road into Perrin, and approach the university from the west,” Khaldun suggested.

“I’m afraid so,” Stancil agreed. “It’ll add another day to the journey, but I don’t see any other way. There was a trail leading into the forest a little ways back—we should take that.”

They backtracked down the road, then took the path into the woods. It was narrow, and they had to ride single-file. The going was slow, but a couple of hours later, they came to a road.

“This should be the road to Perrin,” Stancil told them as they reformed their line and headed north. But only a few minutes later, they rounded a curve and came upon a company of soldiers headed straight for them.

“Retreat!” Stancil yelled, standing in his stirrups. “Ride south!”

They managed to get the horses turned around and headed the other way, but the chaos made Khaldun’s mount nervous; he reared as the others took off, nearly throwing Khaldun from his back. But finally, they charged off right beside Stancil.

“Halt or we’ll shoot,” a voice cried out from behind them.

Turning in his saddle, Khaldun spotted a squad of soldiers giving chase. Flattening himself against his horse’s neck, he urged him to go faster. But suddenly Stancil yelped, straightening in his saddle. There was an arrow protruding from his chest; he slumped over and fell to the road.

Reining in his horse, Khaldun turned, calling fire on the approaching soldiers. But it was no use—someone canceled his spell. Khaldun spotted their wizard riding at the back of the group and holding out his staff.

“Shit,” he muttered, charging off again.

Not far ahead, he found Oscar and the remaining Oxcart soldiers making their stand. They’d stopped in the road, facing north with their swords drawn. Mira was behind them, wand at the ready; Khaldun rode to her side.

“They’ve got a mage,” Khaldun announced to the group. “And he’s strong—he blocked my fire spell like it was child’s play.”

“Wonderful,” Oscar muttered.

“I’ll try to take out their wizard,” Khaldun said to Mira. “You work defense.”

She nodded. The enemy squad reached them moments later.

“In the name of High Prince Henry of Fosland, drop your weapons and surrender!” their leader called out.

“We are not in Fosland,” Oscar retorted. “Our passage through Roses is protected under treaty. Stand aside and let us pass!”

“Final warning,” the enemy captain shouted as two of the other men nocked their bows.

Khaldun called fire again, muttering the incantation under his breath and focusing on their mage. He spoke the words of command and held out his staff, but again, their wizard canceled his spell. He held out his own rod, and Khaldun sensed his counter-spell hit them, but nothing happened.

“Wait,” their wizard called out, moving to the front of their group.

“What is it, Lane?” the leader demanded.

“They have the two mages from the warrant.”

“I see only the boy,” the leader countered with an annoyed tone.

“The girl at the rear is impervious to my spell,” Lane told him. “She must be the one.”

“Come forward, my lady, and identify yourself,” the leader called out.

Mira rode forward; Khaldun flanked her. “I am Lady Mira of Blacksand. We are en route to the university; treaty dictates that⁠—”

“Ah, now I can see your wand,” the leader said with a smirk. “You’re the ones who destroyed Gunthar’s staff, eh? Or your sorcerer did, I guess, but he don’t seem to be around to save you this time. And you’re with a bunch of Oxfuckers. Must be transporting that family heirloom Dredmort wants so badly. Very well—surrender your wand and staff. You’re coming with us.”

“NOW!” Oscar shouted.

Several things happened at once. Oscar and the Oxcart soldiers charged forward, brandishing their swords; the Foslander mage called fire, but Mira canceled his spell; and Khaldun called fire again, managing only to ignite the wizard’s robes.

A melee broke out as the Oxcart men crashed into the Foslanders. Khaldun tried using several spells against the Foslanders but their wizard blocked his every attempt. Lane also attempted to use magic against the Oxcart soldiers, but Mira managed to neutralize him.

Men screamed and horses whinnied as the soldiers clashed and steel met flesh. Before long the battle surged toward them and Khaldun found himself in the midst of the soldiers. One of the Foslanders bore down on him, raising his sword. Using his staff like a spear, Khaldun hit him in the chest, knocking him from his horse.

Khaldun tried to get clear of the chaos, moving his mount off the road and into the trees. But his heart froze when he got an open view of the battle. Only Oscar and one of the Oxcart men remained, while half of the Foslanders had survived—and they had Mira. One of the men had dragged her from her horse; he had her in a chokehold, her wand in his other hand. Quietly muttering the incantation, Khaldun made himself and his horse invisible.

“Enough!” the Foslander captain shouted. His men disengaged Oscar and the Oxcart man. “It’s over—drop your swords!”

Oscar gazed around at the scene for a moment, before turning his horse and yelling, “Ride!”

He charged down the road, the Oxcart soldier right behind him. The Foslander archers fired; one of their arrows hit the Oxcarter and he fell from his horse. Oscar rode out of view.

“Stop him—and find their mage!” the leader ordered.

Two of the soldiers galloped down the road after Oscar. Their wizard moved along the road a little, gazing around the area, trying to locate Khaldun. He was no sorcerer, so he shouldn’t be able to detect his invisibility spell. As long as Khaldun could stay quiet, he should be able to escape his notice; the wizard could only cancel his spell and make him visible if he could locate him.

Khaldun held his breath as the wizard’s gaze swept past his position, but he didn’t see him. Instead, he moved farther up the road and kept looking. Khaldun let out a quiet sigh. If the wizard moved out of view, he could call fire to eliminate the remaining soldiers, and then rescue Mira. But it was no use—the mage had already given up his search. He gazed down the road to the south and lifted his staff, then turned and did the same to the north, before returning to the soldiers.

“Their mage has fled, or else he’s nearby and invisible,” he reported to the captain. “But he’s not on the road—I’ve cast spells that would have rendered him visible if he were.”

“Very well,” the leader replied. “We’ll take the girl back to camp. But stay alert—the boy might attempt a rescue. And you men, search their gear—they must have that heirloom somewhere.”

The wizard stood guard while the soldiers went through all the packs and saddlebags. Sure enough, one of them found the artifact in Mira’s bag and handed it over to the captain. The two soldiers they’d sent after Oscar returned a few minutes later and reported that they’d lost him. The leader cursed at them but ordered his men to ride. They had Mira back on her horse; one of the soldiers led her mount by the reins.

Khaldun waited till they’d moved out, then ventured deeper into the woods. He found a trail that paralleled the road, and headed north. Before long, he caught up to the squad as they rejoined the larger company. There had to be a hundred men down there—what was he supposed to do now?

Before he could think of anything, he heard someone approaching on the trail. Moving into the trees, he held his staff at the ready. But it was Oscar who rode into view.

“Oscar!” Khaldun hissed.

“Who’s there?” Oscar shouted, drawing his sword and gazing around frantically.

Khaldun made himself visible.

“It’s me—keep your voice down!”

Oscar heaved a sigh of relief, sheathing his sword.

“I damn near jumped out of my skin.”

“Sorry,” Khaldun said with a grin. “They’ve got Mira and the artifact.”

“Aye. How do we get her back?”

“We can’t now—there are too many of them.”

Oscar stared down at the road, his brow furrowed in concentration. But moments later, the company began moving to the south—except for one squad of ten men who’d separated from the company to ride north.

“Look,” said Oscar. “They must be taking Mira to the castle or to that encampment we saw. Let’s go!”

“Hold on,” said Khaldun, grabbing his arm. “Their mage is with them and he’s sure to be looking out for me. They’ll kill you and capture me if we try anything.”

“We can’t let them take Mira! Can’t you incinerate the whole lot of them?”

“I tried before and their wizard canceled my spell. If I try again now, he’ll know I’m nearby.”

Oscar sighed in frustration. “Then what do you propose we do now?”

“Let’s follow them and see where they take her,” Khaldun suggested. “But we should stay hidden—I’ll make us both invisible. We know that Henry wants the artifact and Mira, so at some point they’re going to move her to the Darkhold. That should give us an opportunity to rescue her. And with a little luck, we’ll be able to retrieve the artifact, too.”

“What’s the Darkhold?” asked Oscar.

“Henry’s castle.”

Oscar nodded. “Well, that might work, but if they’ve got a mage with them for that journey, which I’m sure they will, then we’re back in the same situation we’re in now.”

“True. But that’s a long trip. It’ll take a couple of days, so they’re going to have to camp overnight. They’ll set a watch, but their mage will have to sleep at some point. And that’s when we make our move.”

Oscar mulled it over for a minute, then finally relented. “All right. I guess that’s our best chance.”

“Good. I’m going to make us invisible—remember, the spell doesn’t block sound, nor does it hide dust kicked up from the road. So we’ll still need to be careful.”

“Aye, understood,” Oscar replied.

Khaldun rendered them invisible and then they set out. They stuck to the path at first, but that diverged from the road after a couple of miles. But they’d crested a hill near the castle, and it provided them with a great vantage point of the land below, so they held their position and watched. Sure enough, the enemy company moved into the encampment to the east of the castle.

They made their way down to the road, rode a little north, and then found a path leading eastward into the forest. Following that for a quarter of a mile or so, they finally reached another hilltop that gave them a clear view of the encampment and the Fosland road below.

“This should do,” Khaldun said, dismounting his horse. “That’s the route they’ll have to take to the Darkhold, so we’ll see them when they move out.”

“Aye,” Oscar agreed, dropping to the ground. “Here we wait.”

Khaldun tied the horses to a nearby tree, and then they sat down and waited. The hours dragged by without any sign of Mira. There was a lot of activity inside the encampment, and a few individual riders came and went along the road, but no large groups. They had a bite to eat just before sunset, but didn’t set up their tents or risk a fire.

“Why don’t you get some sleep?” Khaldun suggested. “I’ll take the first watch.”

Oscar curled up on the ground. Khaldun sat against a tree and kept his eyes on the encampment. But by the end of his watch, nothing had happened. He woke Oscar.

“We’ll be visible once I fall asleep,” he told him. “But I don’t think it’ll make any difference—there have been no patrols in the area.”

“Understood,” Oscar said through a yawn, sitting down against the same tree Khaldun had used.

Khaldun lay down and closed his eyes, but sleep eluded him. He couldn’t help imagining what Mira must be enduring. From what Khaldun had seen, the Foslander army deserved its reputation for cruelty. He’d heard stories of them torturing and raping women in the towns they’d taken. He tried to convince himself that it would be different for Mira. She was a mage, and as a magical null, a valuable one. He had to hope that Henry would want her unmolested.

By the time Oscar roused him a little after dawn, Khaldun had dozed for a couple of hours. But he hardly felt refreshed. They sat on the ground and ate some breakfast.

A few hours went by without anyone entering or leaving the camp. But finally, a little before noon, Khaldun spotted a group of soldiers gathering by the southern entrance. Minutes later, Mira rode into view with the same wizard from the previous day. They joined the group and headed out along the Fosland road.

“That’s it,” said Khaldun. “Let’s go.”

They mounted their horses; Khaldun made them invisible and they set out along the trail.

“Only one mage,” Oscar noted. “If we hit them while he’s asleep, this might just work.”

“Let’s hope so,” Khaldun agreed.

For the first couple of hours, the trail followed roughly the same course as the road. It strayed farther into the woods at some points, and they lost sight of the Foslanders. But each time, the trail wound its way back to the road and they found them again. But the trail ended at a village and they had no choice but to move down to the road.

The soldiers rode straight through the town. But there were people about, and riding through them while invisible could create confusion that would alert the Foslanders to their presence. So Khaldun took them around the outskirts of the village, through a field, and finally back to the road again. They’d fallen behind, but could still see the soldiers in the distance. The shoulders were grassy, so they kept their mounts in that area to avoid kicking up dirt.

A few hours later, the soldiers took a rest. Khaldun and Oscar kept their distance and ate some lunch. They set out again before too much longer.

The hours dragged by and they managed to avoid detection. Finally, a little before sunset, the Foslanders made camp by the side of the road. They weren’t bothering with tents, instead laying out their bedrolls on the ground, forming a ring with Mira in the middle. A couple of the men built a fire. Still invisible, Khaldun and Oscar moved into the adjacent field, just in case the enemy mage cast any spells up the road to detect hidden pursuers. The Foslander camp grew quiet. Khaldun spotted their wizard taking the first watch—he sat down by the road with his back against a tree.

“Well, we should have a shot at rescuing Mira,” said Oscar, “but I don’t think we’re going to retake the artifact. We don’t know which one of them has the thing, and searching every pack is sure to wake someone.”

“I’m willing to bet the mage has it,” Khaldun replied. “We should get Mira first, but we could snatch his pack on the way out.”

“That works.”

“You should get some sleep,” Khaldun told Oscar. “I’ll take the watch. Once they relieve the mage, I’ll wake you.”

Oscar nodded, lying down on the ground.

Khaldun took a seat, keeping an eye on the enemy wizard. Periodically, he would get up and walk around the camp, then return to his position by the road and sit against the tree. The night wore on, but no one came to relieve the mage. Khaldun began to worry that he’d stand watch the entire night, eliminating any opportunity for them to rescue Mira.

But finally, one of the soldiers rose from his bedroll and walked over to the mage. He sat down beside him and several minutes passed without either of them moving. But in the end, the wizard got to his feet and headed to the camp—Khaldun only knew it was him and not the soldier because of his staff. The mage lay down by the rest of the soldiers.

Khaldun woke Oscar; he sat up and stretched. “One of the soldiers just took the watch. We should give it a little while to make sure the wizard is out, but we don’t have a lot of time. I think it’s only a couple of hours before dawn.”

“What’s our plan, then?”

“We’ll have to take out the watchman as quietly as possible,” said Khaldun.

“If we sneak up on him, I could slit his throat. That shouldn’t make too much noise.”

“Risky. If he hears us, we’re done for.”

“Aye, well if you incinerate him, he’ll scream.”

“I know a spell that will evacuate the air around him,” said Khaldun. “He’ll suffocate and won’t be able to shout.”

“That could work. What if he runs to the camp?”

“We’ll get in closer first—stab him if he moves,” said Khaldun. “They set up their bedrolls in a ring with Mira in the middle. I’ll creep past them and wake her—you stand guard. Then we grab the mage’s pack, return here to the horses, and get out as quickly and quietly as possible.”

“It’s going to be tough getting to Mira without waking anyone,” said Oscar. “Any reason you couldn’t just incinerate the lot of them?”

“Their wizard is much stronger than I am,” Khaldun replied, shaking his head. “It’s unlikely my spell would have any effect on him.”

Oscar nodded. “Stealth it is, then. Well, we’ll still be invisible, right?”

“Yes,” Khaldun confirmed.

“All right. Let’s do it.”

They moved out to the road and walked toward the enemy camp, careful not to make any noise. Oscar had his sword drawn. Once they’d come within fifty feet of the guard, Khaldun raised his staff, and cast his spell, keeping his voice to a whisper.

As the guard struggled to take his next breath, Khaldun and Oscar hurried to his position. The soldier got to his feet, stumbling about aimlessly at first, as if trying to find a place with air. But then he charged toward the camp. Oscar lunged in, impaling him with his blade before he’d taken more than a couple of steps. The guard fell face first on the ground.

Khaldun held his breath for a moment, eyes on the camp to see if anyone had heard the ruckus. Their fire was still burning; Khaldun knew that the wizard must have augmented it magically to keep it going this long. But there was no activity there.

The two of them creeped closer to the camp. When they reached the horses, Khaldun nodded to Oscar. He returned the gesture and held his position, sword at the ready. Khaldun proceeded to the ring of sleeping soldiers, his heart hammering in his chest. But as he stepped through the gap between two of the bedrolls, a voice called out from behind him.

“Who goes there?”

Khaldun turned—it was the wizard. He felt his spell hitting him, removing their invisibility.

“I figured it would be you,” the mage said with a sneer, before shouting, “Intruder! Rise, Foslanders!”

Oscar charged the wizard, sword raised for a swing; but the mage turned to face him at the last moment. Oscar’s blade hit his forearm, knocking his staff out of his grasp. But the wizard dove after it before Oscar could strike again, rolling out of the way and vanishing as he retrieved the instrument. Khaldun hastily restored their own spell of invisibility, but it was too late—the soldiers were awake, getting to their feet and drawing their swords.

Mira had awakened, too, but the guards were forming a ring around her. Khaldun called fire, incinerating the nearest one, but the others tightened their circle to close the gap as his corpse hit the ground. Khaldun tried the spell against the next one, but nothing happened. He couldn’t see the wizard, but knew he must have canceled his spell.

Khaldun darted out of the way a moment before the wizard shouted the spell to cancel his invisibility. At the same time, Oscar rushed the soldiers. He decapitated one, spun around and stabbed the next one in the heart.

“Mira, run!” Oscar shouted, as the remaining soldiers tried to retaliate against their invisible foe.

But an instant later, the wizard canceled Oscar’s invisibility. One of the others stabbed Oscar in the back; he looked down in surprise at the blade protruding from his chest, and the blood spurting from the wound.

“OSCAR!” Mira screamed, struggling to get past her remaining guards to him. But it was no use—they held her back as Oscar’s corpse hit the earth.

The wizard appeared only feet from Oscar, calling out to Khaldun. “You’ve failed, boy. Surrender now and I’ll petition the high prince to grant you mercy. Who knows, he may decide to recruit you. But if you run, we will hunt you down.”

Khaldun’s heart jumped into his throat—for a moment, he thought the wizard had found him and made him visible; he seemed to be staring right at him. But then he shifted his gaze, scanning the area for any sign of him.

This situation was so frustrating—Mira was right there. She was sobbing in her grief for Oscar; the sound was heartbreaking. If only Khaldun could think of some way to get her away from these men. Knowing it would likely be futile, he raised his staff and called fire, trying to incinerate the mage. Sure enough, the wizard canceled his spell. Khaldun sprinted out of the way as he fired off his own spell at Khaldun’s previous position.

“Khaldun run!” Mira cried out.

An idea occurred to him. Holding out his staff, he called the magical force, creating an illusion of himself directly in front of one of the soldiers. The man lunged, stabbing the simulacrum in the chest. Khaldun cast the same spell over and over, creating half a dozen more doppelgangers of himself. And as the soldiers cut them down, he creeped close enough to Mira to extend his invisibility spell around her.

“It’s me,” he hissed, grabbing her by one arm. “We’re invisible—let’s go!”

“Fools!” the wizard shouted, holding out his staff and shouting multiple spells.

Khaldun’s illusions vanished, and he knew they’d become visible—the soldiers turned their attention to him and Mira.

“Look out!” Mira shouted at him, her eyes wide in terror.

Khaldun spotted the soldier slicing at him from behind in the nick of time; he lunged out of the way, but the blade caught him in the back of the leg. Two of the others grabbed Mira, pulling her away from him. Khaldun made himself invisible again, hobbling out of the way before the wizard could cancel his spell.

“It’s over, boy,” the mage shouted, hurling spells indiscriminately now. “Time to visit the Darkhold!”

Khaldun limped away from the camp, hurrying toward the trees. One of the mage’s spells just missed him but he managed to take cover in the woods, his invisibility intact. Once he’d reached a safe distance, he hunkered down by a large tree to see what was happening.

It was nearly dawn now. The soldiers were breaking camp, two of them guarding Mira with their swords drawn. The wizard was prowling about the area, keeping an eye out for Khaldun. There was nothing more he could do.

Khaldun found his way back to the horses and watched as the Foslanders set out on the road again. He struggled to think of what else he could do, but came up empty. Striking while the mage slept had been their one good opportunity to save Mira. But they’d blown it and now Oscar was dead.

Fear threatened to overwhelm him. He was alone now, in the middle of hostile territory. His attempt to rescue Mira and retrieve the artifact had failed, and now he’d be lucky to get out of this alive. He remembered stories he’d heard about his father’s brave deeds. Nomad had told him once about the two of them rescuing a young wayfarer woman from a warlord in Telbana. The prince had seen her perform, and wanted to make her his wife. She refused, so he sent soldiers to kidnap her. Together, Nomad and Raja managed to take her back before they got her to the castle. But this only made Khaldun feel worse: he was clearly not his father.

Heart heavy with despair, Khaldun remembered his mirror. Rummaging through his pack, he found it at the bottom. Pulling it out, he sat down on the ground and stared at himself in the glass.

“Nomad! I need you!”


Chapter 13
Hunted


For several seconds, nothing happened, and Khaldun continued staring at his reflection. He was about to give up when finally, his own image grew dim and Nomad appeared in the foreground.

“Khaldun,” he said with a grin. “I wondered when I might hear from you.” But then his expression became grim. “What’s wrong? You look terrible.”

Khaldun told him everything that had happened.

“I’m sorry we made you go through this. I wish I could have gone in your stead.”

“Nobody forced me to go—I volunteered, remember? But I’m afraid I don’t know what to do now. I’ve failed. Henry has taken the artifact and Mira.”

“You should try to get to the university anyway,” Nomad suggested. “Given the situation in Roses, going through Perrin and approaching from the west would indeed be your best move. Alert them to the situation that has developed.”

“But they won’t get involved, will they? Don’t they have to remain neutral?”

“Things have become dire. With Henry’s acquisition and his army encroaching on their southern border, it is possible they will choose to act. But there are also agents in the field who do not represent them in any official capacity, but do what they can to resist Henry. If they can alert some of those people, they may be able to do something.”

“All right. I should get moving, then,” said Khaldun. “Is there anyone in particular I should notify?”

“Find Enigma. He was my mentor when I was there, and he’s one of the governors. He’ll know what to do.”

Khaldun nodded.

“Good hunting,” said Nomad. “And… be safe.”

“Thank you.”

Getting to his feet, Khaldun felt a stab of pain in his left calf; he’d almost forgotten about his wound. He packed the mirror, and then sat down again to get a closer look at the injury. The cut was deep and still bleeding. Retrieving his water canteen, he cleaned it out the best he could. Next, he pulled a clean shirt out of his pack and ripped off a strip to use as a bandage. Examining his work, he knew he hadn’t done a great job, but it would have to do.

Khaldun mounted his horse and set out, leading Oscar’s mount alongside his own. Returning to the road, he headed north, making sure he and the horses were invisible, and keeping to the grassy area on the shoulder.

When he reached the village, he led the horses out into the field again to avoid making contact with any of the townspeople. North of the village, he moved into the woods and found the trail they’d taken on the way south.

Khaldun took a rest at lunchtime to eat and check his wound. The bandage was saturated with blood. Removing that, he ripped off two more strips from his shirt. One he tied around his leg above the wound as a tourniquet; the second he used as a bandage. The blood loss was worrisome, but he didn’t know what else to do to stop it. He finished the water in his canteen, and drank some from Oscar’s.

He’d need more water before long. They’d seen a small river to the east of the road the previous day; he’d have to find that. So he found a path and led the horses back down to the road. He kept to the shoulder again to avoid kicking up any dirt.

A few miles later, he spotted the river out to the east. He led the animals across a field and filled both canteens. The sun was getting lower in the sky—he was hoping to get back to the hill overlooking Rosetown before dark, but his progress had been much slower today. He mounted his horse again, but felt a sudden head rush, and had to sit still for a moment as his vision started going black. It passed after a minute; he took one more swig from his canteen and then headed back across the field.

But before he could reach the road, he was overcome with wooziness. Looking down at his calf, he realized that the wound had saturated the bandages again, and blood was oozing from it. He was going to have to find a healer somewhere.

Fearing he’d pass out and fall off his horse, he dismounted, sitting down on the ground for a minute. He drank more water, hoping the wooziness would pass. But it grew worse and his vision started going black again. Before long, the darkness took him, and he knew no more.

Khaldun heard a dripping sound. Something cool and damp pressed against his forehead. He was lying under a blanket on something soft—much softer than his bedroll. Struggling to open his eyes, he found he was in a dimly lit room. The light was flickering as if from a candle. He tried to sit up, but couldn’t manage it.

“You need to rest,” a quiet voice said.

Finally opening his eyes all the way, he saw a girl standing next to him, maybe thirteen or fourteen years old. “Who are you?” he asked, his voice raspy. “Where am I?”

“I’m Janelle. My father found you out in our fields—you collapsed. You lost a lot of blood and your wound was getting infected, but we took care of you.”

“You did?” Khaldun realized his calf was throbbing.

“My mother trained with a healer when she was young, and she’s been teaching me. You needed stiches; Mama says you probably would’ve died if we hadn’t found you.”

“Well, thank you, Janelle,” Khaldun said with a smile. “It was kind of your family to take me in like this.”

Janelle nodded, returning the smile. “Wait here. Father will want to know that you’re awake.”

She stepped out of the room, closing the door behind her. Khaldun gazed around the chamber; it was small, with only enough space for the bed, a nightstand, and a chest of drawers. The candle was sitting on the nightstand; his robes were hanging from one of the bedposts, his staff propped up in the corner. He had a suspicion this was probably Janelle’s room. The girl returned a minute later with her father.

“Your color’s improved,” the man said. “You were pale as death when we got you here. Ava—that’s my wife—she was afraid you weren’t going to make it. I’m Stanford Brown, by the way.”

“Khaldun,” he replied. “It’s a pleasure to meet you—and thank you for taking care of me.”

“We’ve stabled your horses, too, but I daresay they’re in better shape than you were. You’re not from around here—mind if I ask what brings you to these parts?”

Khaldun took a deep breath. “I’m a wayfarer. I was headed to the university on urgent business when we were attacked by a squad of Foslander soldiers. They slaughtered our armed escort and abducted my companion.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” said Stanford. “Those Foslanders are bad news. Sacked the castle about a week ago and murdered our prince and his family. My brother’s farm is right outside Rosetown—bunch of their soldiers raped his daughter and left her for dead in his barn. We don’t let Janelle go outside no more…”

“That’s terrible, but I’m sad to say I’m not surprised. Roses makes four princedoms he’s sacked now, and from what I hear, it’s the same everywhere.”

“Four?” said Stanford, looking confused. “I know about Smithtown and York, of course, and now Roses—but what’s the fourth?”

“Ulster,” Khaldun replied. “Well, I guess I don’t know for sure that he’s sacked it, but we got caught up in a battle there, and then passed an entire Foslander army moving into the princedom before we left.” Stanford frowned.

“Yep, I’m sure he’s sacked it by now, then. These are dark times, I’m afraid. Thinking about taking the family and moving out west to Dorshire somewhere. Anyway, the wife’s cooked a stew—I’ll have Janelle bring you a bowl.”

“Thank you,” said Khaldun. “I’ll be on my way after that; I don’t want to impose any more than I already have.”

“Nonsense,” Stanford replied. “You’re in no shape to travel, and in any event, it’s already dark out. Spend the night here, and we’ll see how you’re faring in the morning.”

“No, truly, I don’t want to be a burden. This must be Janelle’s room, I’m guessing? She should sleep in her own bed—I can camp in my tent.”

“It’s all right,” said Janelle. “I’ve already set up a bedroll by the fireplace. I’ll be fine there.”

Khaldun opened his mouth to argue more, but Stanford wouldn’t hear it. Khaldun finally relented. He had to admit, a night in a feather bed would be a welcome luxury. They left him alone for a few minutes, but then Janelle returned with a bowl of stew and a loaf of fresh bread. Khaldun sat up in bed and ate his fill.

“So, Father says you’re a wizard?” asked Janelle. “He found your staff lying next to you on the ground.”

“Yes, that’s right,” he confirmed.

“I’ve always wanted to be a witch,” Janelle told him. “But Father refuses to let me go to the university. Says he needs me to take over the farm when he gets old and decrepit,” she added, rolling her eyes.

“Well, not everyone can do magic,” said Khaldun. “It runs in families. If you haven’t inherited it, then I’m afraid you’re out of luck.”

“But I can already do magic,” she replied. “Can I use your staff? I’ll show you.”

“You’re welcome to try,” he said with a grin. “But it won’t work for just anyone.”

Janelle grabbed his staff and held it out in front of her. She recited a fire spell and spoke the word of command; a small flame appeared in her other hand.

“I’ll be damned,” said Khaldun. “You must have mage blood in you after all.”

“My aunt is a witch,” Janelle confirmed. “She’s taught me a few spells, but I don’t have my own wand or staff to practice.”

“Well, your father’s still young. You could complete your training at the university and return here in plenty of time to take over the farm for him.”

“Try telling Father that,” Janelle replied with a sigh. “But I’m not too keen on running the farm anyway. What I’d really like to do is become a sorcerer and teach at the university.”

“People can’t choose to be a sorcerer. Either you are one or you’re not.”

“But people aren’t born sorcerers, are they? My aunt told me that they change sometime after puberty. Is that right?”

“Yes, that’s my understanding as well.”

“So, it’s still possible that I could become one!”

Khaldun chuckled. “I suppose that’s true.”

“It would have been good if our prince had a sorcerer when Fosland attacked,” Janelle said with a sigh. “They could have beaten them that way. But the Foslanders were too strong. Their witch overpowered the court mage and used her magic to force the drawbridge and gate open. The Foslanders walked right into the castle after that.”

“You saw it?” Khaldun asked.

“Father and I watched the whole thing. We were in town bringing our grain to market. I think the witch lives in the castle now—you can see her on the battlements sometimes. She doesn’t wear robes like most mages I’ve seen—she always dresses in skin-tight leather. Between that and her flaming red hair, that one’s hard to miss.”

“Flaming red hair?” said Khaldun. “That’s Nineve. She’s one of Henry’s strongest mages after Dredmort. We fought her at Oxcart.”

“You did?! And she didn’t kill you?”

“We had a sorcerer with us—my teacher, Nomad.”

“Ah,” Janelle said with a knowing smile. “That explains it.”

Khaldun suddenly felt drowsy, opening his mouth in a big yawn.

“I’m sorry, I should let you rest,” Janelle said, collecting his bowl and spoon.

“Yes, thank you,” Khaldun replied. “I am feeling a little woozy again.”

“Well, goodnight, then,” she said with a smile, leaving the room and closing the door behind her.

Khaldun blew out the candle on the nightstand and rolled over onto his side. He was growing sleepy, and the bed was quite comfortable, but his thoughts drifted to Mira, and he lay awake for a long time. She must have arrived at the Darkhold by now. What would they be doing to her? Dredmort would probably take over her training to help her strengthen her powers. Khaldun was sure Henry would try to force her into his service. But how? Would they torture her?

One way or another, Khaldun had to find a way to rescue her. Hopefully the university would help, otherwise he’d be on his own…

He dozed off eventually, but woke suddenly after what seemed like only minutes. Someone was in his room. “Who’s there?” he asked, sitting up. It was still dark out, and there was no light in the house. But someone was standing over him.

“Sorry to startle you, it’s only me,” a voice said. It was Stanford. “But I’m afraid we’ve got a problem.”

“What is it?” Khaldun asked groggily.

“Neighbor’s boy just turned up here. Soldiers showed up at his farm—torched the place and killed his parents.”

“What?!” Khaldun said, suddenly more alert. “Why?”

“They said they’re looking for a wizard.”

Khaldun gaped at him in silence for a moment. “Shit. I need to leave immediately—I’ve put you and your family in grave danger.”

“We’re in danger regardless,” said Stanford. “We’ll go with you.”

“Yes, good idea,” Khaldun agreed, easing out of the bed and donning his robes. He still felt a little woozy. “We should go.”

Khaldun grabbed his staff and followed Stanford out of the room. They found Ava and Janelle in the kitchen waiting for them.

“What about the neighbor’s boy?” Khaldun asked.

“He ran off to warn the other neighbors,” Stanford told him.

“All right, then. Come on!” He hurried out the door and into the night. The land was awash in pale moonlight.

“We’ll have to go on foot,” said Stanford. “Haven’t got any horses.”

“I’ve got two,” said Khaldun. “You and your wife take one, and Janelle can ride with me.”

They hurried over to the stables. Khaldun found the horses in adjacent stalls, the saddles and bridles hanging over the wall between them. He started tacking up one of the animals while Stanford took care of the other. Once they’d finished, Janelle climbed up behind Khaldun on one horse, while her parents mounted the other.

“There’s a trail through the woods on the other side of the road,” Khaldun said as they rode out of the barn. “We should make for that.”

“I know it well,” Stanford replied.

“I’m going to make us invisible,” Khaldun told them. “But bear in mind, the spell doesn’t block sound, nor will it mask other evidence of our passage—kicking up dirt from the road, for example.”

“All right,” said Stanford.

“Will we be able to see each other?” asked Ava.

“Yes, as long as we’re all inside the spell. But we need to stay close—it won’t extend very far.”

They set out across the Brown’s fields, stopping when they reached the road. Khaldun looked both ways—he could see a burning structure in the distance, but didn’t see or hear any riders approaching. Stanford led the way up the road and eventually across it, and onto the trail in the woods that Khaldun had been following the previous day.

“Before we encountered the Foslanders, we were trying to get into Perrin so we could approach the university from the west,” Khaldun told the others. “I do still need to go there. Do you folks have somewhere safe you can go?”

“I reckon there’s nowhere safe in Roses anymore,” said Stanford. “As I said last night, we’ve been thinking of heading out west; seems this would be a good time to act on that notion. We could accompany you as far as Perrin for sure.”

They followed the trail west, passing over the hill with the clear view of Rosetown below. The castle was all lit up and there was more activity in the camp than Khaldun would normally expect in the middle of the night. They paused only briefly, then pressed ahead through the forest.

Not much later, they came to the Ulster road. There was another farm in flames only a little to the south, but no sign of any soldiers approaching. They made it across the road, but as they moved into the woods on the other side, one of the horses nickered at the other. Suddenly a voice cried out, “Who goes there?”

Khaldun reined in his horse, signaling Stanford to stop, too. He spotted a couple of soldiers climbing out of the ravine on the other side of the road—he hadn’t seen them before, but it was dark and they were wearing black. Khaldun’s heart leapt into his throat as one of the men lit a torch and stared into the woods only a few dozen feet away.

“Don’t see nuthin’,” one of the soldiers said. “Musta been an animal.”

“Aye, I heard an animal all right,” the other replied. “Sounded like a horse!”

Khaldun held his breath as the soldiers reached the spot where they’d left the road; for a moment, the soldier with the torch seemed to be staring straight at him. But his spell held, and they saw nothing.

“Whatever it was is gone now,” the soldier said. “But we’d better report it.”

“Report what, exactly? We ain’t seen nuthin’!”

“You heard Nineve—we’re looking for a bloomin’ wizard. Could be invisible, right? Let’s go.”

The two of them headed up the road, toward the burning farm. Once they’d moved well out of earshot, Khaldun led his group farther into the woods.

“That was close,” said Stanford.

“We’re not out of trouble yet,” Khaldun told him. “Their mage will be able to track our progress, invisible or not.”

“How?!”

“Using magic. There are spells that would eliminate any evidence of our passage, but unfortunately, I haven’t learned them. We need to hurry.”

Khaldun urged his horse faster, but it was difficult to find the trail in the darkness. They crested a hill, and found the trees to be thinner on the other side. The path was easier to see, so they risked a quick gallop. But as they climbed the next hill, Khaldun heard shouting in the distance behind them.

“They’re coming for us,” Khaldun warned the others. “Remember, stay close. Their mage will find our trail, but pinpointing our location will still be difficult while we’re invisible.”

Khaldun glanced behind them as they reached the top of the next hill. He could see flickering lights through the trees, now—they were gaining on them. They did their best to go faster along the winding trail. But suddenly, a flaming arrow hit a tree several yards behind them. Another slammed into a trunk just ahead of them to the right.

Stanford’s horse reared, neighing loudly. He tried to calm it, but a third arrow hit a tree to their left. His animal charged down the path into the valley below; Ava screamed.

“Shit,” Khaldun muttered. They would be visible now.

He was about to take off after them, then he heard horses galloping up behind them. Instead, he moved into the trees, away from the path. He stopped about twenty feet from the trail. Janelle whimpered softly behind him.

“Silence,” he whispered.

Stanford’s horse had reached the opposite hill, still at a full gallop. The first Foslander rider reached the hilltop right in front of Khaldun; he called fire as the rider nocked an arrow. Flames engulfed the man and he fell screaming from his mount. But another rider nocked an arrow and fired; it arced across the valley and hit Ava in the back. She screamed and toppled from her horse.

“AVA!” Stanford screamed.

A third rider fired another arrow, this one hitting Stanford. He fell to the dirt as the horse continued its charge over the next hill. Janelle was holding Khaldun tight and he could feel the silent sobs wracking her body. Khaldun called fire again, trying to incinerate the other two Foslanders, but nothing happened.

“I know you’re out here, boy,” a voice called out.

A witch with flaming red hair had arrived with two more riders: Nineve. Staring into the trees across the path from them, she held out her staff and shouted an incantation, before turning slowly and repeating it over and over again—she was trying to cancel Khaldun’s invisibility spell.

The first two riders rode into the valley. Each grabbing one of Janelle’s parents by the hair, they dragged them back up the hill to Nineve. The witch turned her attention to them.

“Where is he?” she demanded.

“Who?” Stanford asked, whimpering.

“Do you think I’m stupid?” Nineve shouted, calling a flame directly in front of the man’s face. “The wizard boy you were traveling with!”

“Ain’t seen no wizard! My wife and I fled when we heard you all were burning down farms!”

“Liar!” Nineve yelled, igniting the man’s shirt.

Stanford rolled around on the ground screaming as he tried to put out the flames. Whispering the incantation as quietly as possible, Khaldun extinguished the fire; the witch didn’t seem to notice.

“What about you?” Nineve said to Ava. “Care to tell me the truth?”

Ava sobbed, gasping for breath as blood foamed out of her mouth. Khaldun knew they must have punctured her lung with the arrow. Janelle tightened her grip around Khaldun’s midsection.

“Useless peasants!” Nineve shouted, incinerating Ava and Stanford from within. “You can’t escape, boy!” she added, gazing into the trees to Khaldun’s right, and speaking the incantation to cancel invisibility again.

Khaldun’s heart pounded in his chest; it would only be a matter of moments before she found him and Janelle. He could ride down the path now, but Nineve would hit him with her spell long before they’d be clear of the archers. Suddenly, Khaldun had another idea—but before he could act on it, a fireball exploded against a nearby tree, knocking one of the Foslanders to the ground.

Nineve screamed; another fireball arced toward them. The witch tried to cancel it but it was too late—it slammed into one of the riders, hurling him from his horse. Khaldun had no idea who was behind the attack, but it was coming from the hill up ahead. Nineve moved that way, holding out her staff and shouting multiple spells. But another fireball hit her in the chest, knocking her to the ground.

Now was the time—Khaldun urged his horse into motion, doing his best to ride right over the witch, and galloping down the path and up the next hill. Despite their invisibility, Khaldun knew the enemy would hear their hoofbeats. Sure enough, flaming arrows hit the path and the trees around them but none found their mark. Khaldun crested the hill and kept moving.

Suddenly, someone appeared on the path in front of them—it was another witch. She was waving a wand; Khaldun felt her spell hit them and knew they were visible now. Khaldun was about to try running her down, but suddenly Janelle shouted, “Aunt Sophia!”

Khaldun reined in his horse, pulling up right in front of the woman.

“Come with me if you want to live, boy,” she said. “I’ll make us all invisible—but stay quiet!”


Chapter 14
Sophia


“You’re Aunt Sophia, I take it?” Khaldun asked with a grin.

“Great, we’ve got a wiseass,” she muttered, covering her head with her hood. “Let’s go.”

Sophia hurried up the path on foot, lighting their way with her wand, Khaldun and Janelle right behind her on the horse. After only a few minutes, she led them into the woods to the south. There was no clear path here and the going was slow. Sophia stopped after a minute and cast some sort of spell along their backtrail. There was a sudden breeze blowing sparks through the trees.

“You eliminated the evidence of our passage,” Khaldun said quietly. “I’ve seen Nomad do that.”

“Aye, we both learned it at the same time,” Sophia replied.

“Where was that?”

“The university—where else?”

“You attended the university with Nomad? But you’re—I mean, you must have been there way before his time⁠—”

“You implying that I’m old, boy?” Sophia demanded.

“I… uh… no…”

“It’s all right, I am old. But Nomad is the same age.” Khaldun stared blankly at her; he’d always thought of Nomad as being only five or ten years older than himself, though he knew that couldn’t be true. “Doesn’t look it, I’m sure, but sorcerers age slower than the rest of us. But that’s enough yammering. Come on.”

They resumed their course through the woods. Every few minutes, Sophia would stop them and repeat her spell. Finally, as the sky began to lighten, they came to a cave in the base of a ridge.

“In we go,” said Sophia, standing by the entrance.

“What is this place?” Khaldun asked, imagining what sort of creature might have made a den for itself inside.

“What does it look like?” Sophia said sardonically. “It’s a cave. Closest thing to a home I have out here in the wild. I’ve spent years building up the enchantments around the area to prevent anyone from finding me here. So come on, get in.”

The horse balked at going inside the cave. Khaldun and Janelle dismounted, and he was able to coax the animal in after a minute. Sophia entered last, turning and casting spells at the entry.

“What are you doing?” asked Khaldun.

“Hiding us,” she replied, continuing with her incantations. When she was done, she added, “Now Nineve herself could be standing right outside and she would see nothing but a wall of solid rock.”

“Will she hear us?” asked Janelle.

“Unlikely. But keep your voices down just in case.”

“Do you think maybe you could teach me those spells?” asked Khaldun.

“Aye, we’ll be spending some time together, I think, so it would be best you learn them.”

Janelle grabbed Sophia in a hug, sobbing into her chest.

“There, there, child,” Sophia muttered, patting her on the back.

“I’m sorry, but how did you know we were out here?” asked Khaldun.

“We’ve got a spy in the Darkhold. He got word out to some of us that Henry was seeking a wayfarer wizard in this area trying to get to the university.”

“You say ‘we’—are you one of the mages working against Henry?”

“That I am.”

“Nomad told me about you—well, not you specifically, but he said there were mages in the wild working to forestall Henry.”

“Aye, not enough of us to make much of a difference, sad to say, but we do what we can.”

Just then, there were noises coming from outside. Khaldun heard shouting and footsteps coming very close. Sophia turned to face the cave entry, pointing her wand and pushing Janelle behind her. Khaldun joined her, staff at the ready.

Suddenly two Fosland soldiers came into view just outside the cave. Right behind them was Nineve, now sporting a bloody gash on her forehead. Khaldun held his breath.

“You fools—how could you have lost them?” Nineve demanded. “There’s no sign of them anywhere. I’m down for a few minutes and the whole thing goes to shit. Worthless…” Her voice trailed off as they moved away from the cave. Khaldun breathed a heavy sigh of relief.

“So,” said Sophia, sitting down on a rock. “What’s your story?”

Khaldun and Janelle each sat down facing her. Khaldun told her about his journey north with Mira, Oscar, and the Oxcart soldiers, and their failed rescue attempt. He didn’t mention the artifact, saying only that they had “urgent business” at the university. Sophia sat quietly, listening patiently.

“And what is this ‘urgent business?’”

Khaldun took a deep breath. “I’d prefer not to say.”

Sophia nodded. “It’s wise to withhold trust. Never know if you’re dealing with an enemy agent. But if this business, as you call it, has anything to do with Henry, then I need to know.”

Khaldun considered this for a moment. Nomad had told him that there were mages like her in the wild working against the high prince. And Janelle had already corroborated her identity. But it was possible that this was an agent of Henry masquerading as Sophia.

Getting to his feet, Khaldun held out his staff, casting a spell.

“Hey, now!” said Sophia, standing up and pointing her wand at him. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

“Sorry,” Khaldun said with a sheepish grin, retaking his seat. “I had to make sure you weren’t an imposter—but you’re not.”

“How do you know?” asked Janelle, looking newly suspicious herself.

“I cast a spell to cancel any illusion. But there was nothing to cancel—she is who she appears to be.”

“Good thinking,” Sophia muttered, sitting down again. “So, now you gonna tell me what takes you to the university?”

Khaldun nodded. He told her about the artifact.

Sophia gave a low whistle when he was done. “Well, that sure ain’t good. Woulda been better if your leader had allowed the sorcerer to transport it—I shudder to think what Dredmort will be able to do with that thing. But what’s done is done.”

“Do you think the university will send someone to get it back?” asked Khaldun.

Sophia scoffed. “The university won’t lift a finger—not overtly, anyway. They’ll do whatever they must to maintain their guise of neutrality. Won’t be able to keep that up much longer with Henry threatening their very borders, but that’s a conversation for another day.

“It’ll fall to me or one of the others to retrieve the thing. But the university will have to provide some sort of assistance. It’d be a suicide mission otherwise.”

“I’ll go, too,” said Khaldun.

“You don’t understand what you’d be getting yourself into.”

“They’ve got Mira. I have to go.”

Sophia eyed him for a moment then nodded. “Well, we need to get you to the university first—and as soon as possible. They do need to know about this.”

“What about me?” asked Janelle. “I’m scared to go back to the farm—those soldiers might come back for me!”

“No, child, we can’t send you back there,” Sophia agreed. “I’m afraid they’ve probably burned the farmhouse to the ground by now.”

“Then what do I do?” Janelle asked, tears welling up in her eyes. “Can I live with you now?”

“No, wandering around in the wild is no life for a young girl. Getting you enrolled at the university would be for the best. I’ll vouch for ya—you’ll be a shoe-in.”

The girl’s face brightened a bit at this. “Yes, I’d like that,” she said with a nod.

“But we should stay here for the rest of the day,” Sophia replied. “The Foslanders will be canvassing this entire area looking for this one,” she added, pointing to Khaldun. “We’ll stay put while they do that. Then we can travel under cover of darkness. So get some rest now, both of you; you’re gonna need it.”

Khaldun slept poorly. The ground was hard and damp, and little stones kept jabbing him through his clothing, no matter how he positioned himself. He did manage to sleep for a while, but when he woke, it was still light outside.

Sophia was standing by the cave entry, gazing outside. Janelle was lying nearby, still sound asleep.

“Any sign of pursuit?” Khaldun asked quietly, standing next to the witch.

“They’ve got search parties hunting for us. But none of them have come too close. Anyway, we’ve got several hours before nightfall. Why don’t we teach you some new spells?”

Khaldun nodded.

“Your invisibility spell is good. Erasing your trail will add to that and make it impossible for anyone to track you. When you traverse a path, you leave traces that others can follow—footprints, broken twigs on the ground, that sort of thing.

“But as a mage, your passage leaves other signs that a powerful witch or wizard can find. The spell I’m going to teach you eliminates all evidence of your movements, magical or mundane. But its range is limited, so you’ve got to repeat it periodically like I did last night.”

Sophia taught him the incantation, and Khaldun committed it to memory. She had him practice in the cave—he walked from the front to the back, then cast the spell to remove any evidence of his passage. It took a few tries to get it right, but once he did, he was able to repeat it several times in a row.

She also taught him a spell to mask sounds. “Unfortunately, this one won’t follow you, so it’s not much use when you’re on the move. You’d have to keep casting it every few feet. But when you’re camped for the night, it’ll keep any passersby from hearing you. Use this along with your invisibility spell, and it’ll be very hard indeed for anyone to find you.”

Once again, it didn’t take long for Khaldun to master the incantation. He cast the spell around himself, then shouted on the top of his lungs, and Sophia couldn’t hear him.

“What about illusions?” Khaldun asked once he’d canceled the spell. “I’ve been working on them, and I’m getting better, but I could use some help with moving ones.”

“Well, I’ve never been able to master illusions myself,” she told him. “Don’t seem to have the knack for them. But let me see what you’ve got, and maybe I can offer some pointers.”

Khaldun cast an illusion of Nomad, and made him walk around the cave and talk. The witch helped him fine-tune his control; Khaldun felt his confidence growing with this skill. Janelle woke up an hour before sunset, so they called it quits for the day and sat down for a quick meal.

They hadn’t seen or heard anyone outside the cave the entire time they were practicing. Once night had fallen, they left their hideout and ventured out into the woods again. Khaldun and Janelle rode the horse again, and Sophia led the way on foot, calling a small flame to light their way.

The path they took this time was different from before; judging by the stars, Khaldun knew they were headed east. He asked Sophia about this.

“Aye, we’ll be hooking around Rosetown and then up toward the river to cross into Perrin.”

Sophia masked their trail every so often, and stopped to listen for any sounds of pursuit. But they continued through the night without encountering anyone else.

“At this point, I’m guessing they’ve given up the search,” Sophia told them when the sky began to brighten. “As long as we stick to the forest, we should be safe until we reach the border. But I’m guessing they’ll be guarding all the exits from the princedom.”

There were no caves nearby this time, but they found shelter in a ravine by the bank of a stream. They filled their canteens and settled in for the day. Sophia took the first watch, and Khaldun and Janelle lay on the ground to get some sleep.

Khaldun slept like a rock this time. The witch woke him up at midday to relieve her. “Ain’t seen nor heard a soul so far,” she told him. “Let me see you mask our sounds.”

Khaldun cast the spell she’d taught him the day before, and Sophia nodded her satisfaction.

“I’ll need to cast my own invisibility spell, too, won’t I?”

“No need—I already know you’re proficient with that one.”

“But yours will fade when you fall asleep.”

“Will not. There’s a modification you can make to that one that keeps it intact whether you’re conscious or not. That way, you can keep yourself invisible continuously when there’s any risk of encountering enemies. Here, I’ll teach you.”

Sophia taught him the variation on the incantation. He practiced it a few times, then once she was satisfied with his progress, she lay down to go to sleep.

Khaldun sat by the stream as the other two slept. A couple of times he thought he heard someone approaching, but it turned out to be animals. Sophia and Janelle woke a little before sunset. They ate, then resumed their journey as night fell.

A few hours later, their path reached the road where it met a small river. There was a bridge over the water, but several Foslander soldiers stood guard.

“As I suspected,” Sophia said quietly, “the route out of Roses is closed.”

Khaldun gazed down at the water. The river wasn’t very wide, but the banks were steep and rocky; getting down there to cross it without using the bridge would be hazardous.

“Is there any other way across nearby?” he asked. “Another bridge or a ford, perhaps?”

“Aye, there are other bridges, but they’re sure to be held against us, too,” Sophia replied. “And the banks are like this for at least twenty miles in either direction; getting down them would be treacherous, and then we’d have to find a way to climb back up the other side. We’ll need to cross here. But they don’t have a mage, so this shouldn’t be too difficult.”

“What have you got in mind?” asked Khaldun.

“I want you to use that illusion of Nomad you’ve been working on. Put him on a horse coming up from the Perrin side, galloping toward the bridge. Think maybe you could add about a dozen soldiers on horseback behind him?”

“Eh…”

“Right, just the sorcerer, then. I’ll take care of the rest. You ready?” Khaldun nodded. “All right, go ahead and cast your spell.”

Khaldun focused for a moment, visualizing the exact apparition he hoped to create. Then he held out his staff and called the magical force.

Sure enough, Nomad appeared about fifty yards away, charging toward the bridge on horseback. Khaldun could hear the horse’s hoofbeats loud and clear. Sophia raised her wand and began muttering incantations of her own.

“Hey, who the hell is that?” one of the soldiers shouted from below.

“Lone rider, it looks like,” replied another.

But suddenly an earsplitting cry emanated from the illusion—Khaldun hadn’t done this, and knew it must have been Sophia. Jets of fire shot up from the sides of the road as Nomad passed, and the earth shook. The soldiers mounted their horses and drew their swords, forming a blockade on the near side of the bridge.

“Oh, shit,” one of the soldiers yelled as Nomad drew nearer. “That’s a bleedin’ sorcerer!”

“Halt! The border is closed by order of High Prince Henry!” their leader cried out.

Sophia’s jets of fire crossed the bridge just ahead of Nomad. The sorcerer thundered across moments later.

“Let’s get out of here!” one of the soldiers shouted. He turned his mount around and galloped down the road; the others followed close behind.

“Come on, let’s move!” said Sophia, hurrying down the last stretch of the path. Khaldun and Janelle followed on horseback. “Keep your illusion going till we get across!” she added as they approached the bridge. Khaldun looked up the road, focusing on Nomad chasing the soldiers; he held out his staff and recited the spell again to reinforce it.

Sophia led them across the bridge. She turned to look up the road once they’d reached the opposite side. “We should be safe now,” she told them. “I doubt Henry’s authorized his forces to cross into Perrin yet.” Khaldun nodded, letting his illusion dissipate. “We’ll stick to the road now. It’s only about ten miles to the route leading to the university’s western border.”

But only moments later, they heard hoofbeats approaching from behind. Turning in his saddle, Khaldun spotted the Foslanders charging toward them.

“You’re sure they won’t cross the bridge?” he asked.

“More or less,” Sophia replied. “But they could still reach us with arrows—let’s put some more distance behind us.”

The witch broke into a run, and Khaldun urged the horse into a trot. But as they moved, he heard the sound of hoofbeats hitting the bridge. Reining in his horse, he turned to see the soldiers reach the end of the bridge—and continue into Perrin.

“Sophia!”

The witch had already seen them. Raising her wand, she shot a dozen fireballs at the soldiers. Several of them found their mark, knocking riders from their horses and igniting their uniforms. The others reined in their mounts and beat a hasty retreat back across the bridge. Sophia hurled fireballs at their backs, hitting two more of them. The fallen soldiers rolled around in the dirt to extinguish the flames, then got up and ran back into Roses.

“That should be the last we see of them,” Sophia said as she resumed their course. “But we should keep an eye out behind us just in case they try again.”

By the time they reached the university road a few hours later, they hadn’t seen any further sign of pursuit. They headed east and rode for a couple more hours. Finally, they reached a pair of abandoned guard towers, one on either side of the road, and Sophia ordered a halt.

“Why are we stopping?” asked Khaldun.

“We’re here,” Sophia replied. “This is the western border of the university’s lands. We’ll need to cross the barrier here.”

“What barrier?” Khaldun asked, puzzled. Gazing up the road ahead of them, he could see nothing but wooded countryside.

Sophia picked up a stone and threw it out in front of them. It struck something with a sound like a bell before falling straight down; for a few moments, a shimmering plane appeared around the area of impact, its surface crackling with energy, before becoming completely transparent again.

“That barrier,” said Sophia. “They used to keep guards posted in these towers around the clock, but about a hundred years ago, one of the governors devised a set of spells to create this dome of pure energy; it protects the entire university from invaders.”

“Great,” Khaldun replied, “so how do we get through?”

“Like this.” Sophia raised her wand and recited an incantation. The barrier became visible where it intersected the road, and suddenly an archway opened in its surface. Sophia led them through it, closing it again behind them.

“Welcome to the university,” she told them with a grin.

“So, wait,” said Khaldun. “Does this mean Dredmort could show up with an army and open a portal for them? They could sack the university…”

“No, no,” Sophia replied. “The governors modify the dome spells from time to time to keep out mages they don’t like.”

“How?”

“Don’t rightly know,” she said with a shrug. “Only sorcerers can manipulate that kind of magic. My understanding is that every mage has a kind of signature or fingerprint to their spell work, and sorcerers can recognize that. My guess would be that they weave the forbidden signatures into the thing somehow.”

“So Dredmort wouldn’t be able to open a portal like that?” asked Khaldun.

“That’s right,” Sophia confirmed. “But that’s enough chitchat; let’s get moving.”


Chapter 15
Enigma


“There’s nothing here,” Khaldun observed as they got underway again, gazing around the area.

“The university owns as much land as a small princedom,” Sophia told him. “And the school itself is over on the eastern side of that. We’ve still got a ways to go.”

They continued up the road. The sun rose, and still they pushed ahead; Khaldun felt exhausted, but sleep would have to wait. Finally, a few hours after dawn, they reached the university. There was a row of tall brownstone buildings; as they moved closer, Khaldun could see that they formed the front of a quad, with more structures and a courtyard behind them. Students hustled about the grounds moving between classes.

“I’ll go inside and get this one enrolled,” Sophia said when they reached one of the administrative buildings. “You wait here. Once I’m done with that, you and I will go find Enigma.”

Khaldun and Janelle dismounted, and the girl headed up the steps to the entry with Sophia. Khaldun took a minute to stretch sore legs. Moments later, an old wizard emerged through the doors and trotted down the steps. He stopped in his tracks and did a double-take when he saw the wayfarer.

“Hello,” Khaldun said with a smile.

The wizard shook his head and scowled at him before hurrying off. Several more people came and went while Khaldun waited, each shooting him dirty looks. Khaldun knew that the university refused to admit wayfarers, but felt surprised and irritated by the level of prejudice he saw here. Finally, Sophia returned with Janelle and a young witch.

“They accepted me,” Janelle reported with a grin.

“That’s terrific,” Khaldun replied. “Congratulations!”

“So, I guess this is goodbye,” said Janelle. “Thank you for everything you’ve done for me,” she added, hugging Khaldun.

“And thank you for taking me in and nursing me back to health,” he replied, patting her on the back.

Janelle hugged her aunt, then bounded away with the witch.

“Well, that’s that,” said Sophia, watching them depart. Khaldun thought he saw her wipe away a tear. “That woman will show her to the dorm and set her up with a new wardrobe and school supplies… Let’s find Enigma, shall we?”

“Do you know where he’s likely to be?” Khaldun asked, following her around the building and into the courtyard, leading his horse by the reins.

“At this hour? Teaching, probably.”

She led him to a building at the far end of the quad. Khaldun tied his horse to a post and followed her up the steps and through the front doors. Moving through a short hallway, they came to the long central corridor. Sophia led him to the right end of the hall and through a set of double doors. Inside they found an enormous classroom that spanned the entire end of the building.

Several rows of desks and chairs hosted dozens of students. Large blackboards filled with arcane symbols and sloppy writing covered the front wall. The professor was a sorcerer, wearing black mage’s robes. Like Nomad, his skin was golden in color, and the irises of his eyes red. His head was bald, and he had what appeared to be tattoos on his scalp and face. The man glanced at the new arrivals, but continued his lecture.

“That’s him,” Sophia whispered to Khaldun. “Let’s sit down—we’ll have to wait till he’s done.”

They took seats in the back row. Enigma was teaching a lesson about the theory behind moving objects into the void. Khaldun tried to follow, but found he was in way over his head. At the end of the lesson, the students got up and filed out of the room. Sophia and Khaldun approached the sorcerer. Up close, Khaldun realized that the sorcerer’s tattoos seemed to change and move about his skin; he didn’t see the transformation take place, but each time he focused on the markings, they were different.

“Sophia,” said Enigma, bowing slightly. “What brings you back to the nest?”

“Grave news, I’m afraid,” she said. “This is Khaldun, from the wayfarer troupe.”

“Ah, yes,” Enigma replied, shaking his hand. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

“You have?” Khaldun asked, surprised.

“Indeed. I petitioned the governors to consider your matriculation on Nomad’s behalf. But alas, the old prejudice runs deep. Their loss; from what Nomad tells me, you’re a gifted mage.”

“Oh, thank you,” Khaldun replied.

“Well, have a seat. Tell me what brings you here,” he said, leaning against the front of his desk and folding his arms.

Sophia and Khaldun each took a seat. Khaldun told him about the artifact, losing it to the Foslanders, and Mira’s abduction—and her strange powers. Enigma’s expression grew steadily grimmer as Khaldun continued.

“Grave news indeed,” he said with a sigh when he was done.

“There’s more,” Sophia told him. “Henry’s sacked Roses and Ulster. That brings him right up to the university’s southern border.”

“Yes, we know,” said Enigma. “He’s got troops stationed along the barrier; the south road is no longer passable.”

“Will you act?” asked Sophia.

Enigma shook his head. “Unless they attack, we cannot. The university must maintain its neutrality—you know this. Any action we take that favors one princedom over another would threaten our mandate.”

“What mandate?” asked Khaldun.

“The university possesses sole jurisdiction over the governance of the continent’s mages. We educate them, decide their assignments, and settle disputes between them. If a mage commits a crime, we are the ones who investigate and hold their trial. Every princedom has honored this arrangement for centuries. But that would end if we were to take sides in any conflict between them.”

“It will also end if the high prince overruns your lands with his army, which he seems poised to do,” Sophia pointed out.

Enigma nodded. “It’s ironic in a way. The princedoms around the university were kept small by design after the fall of the Pythan Empire.”

“I’ve noticed that,” said Khaldun. “The ones farther out, and those in Dorshire in particular, are much larger.”

“Yes. The thinking was that this would make it less likely for any of them to ever grow powerful enough to threaten us. Yet as it turns out, this isn’t the first time that one of them has done so. But if Henry does attack, we will protect ourselves—our neutrality does not prevent us from defending against direct aggression.”

“But Henry’s got the artifact,” said Khaldun. “Dredmort could use that to help him take over the entire continent!”

“Yes, he could,” Enigma agreed.

“And he’s got Mira! We have to rescue her!” said Khaldun.

“It would be for the best if someone could retrieve the artifact—and the girl,” said Enigma, staring pointedly at Sophia. “But the university cannot interfere. I’m sorry.”

“So you’re just going to leave it to fate?” Khaldun demanded. “And hope that some random person intercedes⁠—”

“Don’t worry, boy,” said Sophia, returning Enigma’s gaze. “Someone will get the girl and the stone back. But it’s going to be you and me.”

Khaldun scoffed. “Without any help from the university? How? We’re just going to walk into the Darkhold and take them, are we?”

“I suppose so,” said Sophia.

“But you’re mad—that’s the most heavily fortified castle on the entire continent. Henry’s sure to have an entire army protecting it.”

“Aye, that’s probably true.”

“So how are we supposed to get inside?”

“That’s where I may be able to help,” said Enigma. “The university has in its possession detailed schematics for every major structure in Anoria.”

“What?” asked Khaldun. “You’ve got the plans for the Darkhold?”

“We do. And if memory serves, there is more than one secret passage leading into it. Come with me,” he said, striding toward the exit.

Sophia and Khaldun got to their feet and hurried in his wake.

“But how?” asked Khaldun. “Why would Henry allow anyone to have something like that?”

“Henry didn’t. But the Darkhold is ancient—and has only been held by Henry’s family for the last five or six generations. In olden times, it was the custom for all the great builders and architects to submit a record of their works to the university.”

“And they included secret entrances in those records?” Khaldun asked skeptically as they left the building and headed back across the quad.

“Not explicitly,” said Enigma. “But they’re not too hard to find if one knows what to look for—which I do.”

“But how can you help us like this?” asked Khaldun. “Doesn’t this violate the university’s neutrality?”

“Not at all,” Enigma replied with a grin. “The library is open to all mages; I’ll only be showing you something you could have discovered on your own.”

He led them to the front of the quad, and into the largest building. Moving through the foyer, they entered an enormous space that appeared to occupy nearly the entire building. The center of the area was open, providing a view up several levels to the vaulted ceiling. It was only dimly lit, but Khaldun could see that books lined all four walls on every floor. And in the central opening stood a separate structure, rising as high as the building itself and hosting row upon row of bookshelves on every level.

“This must be the library,” Khaldun said quietly.

“Genius material here,” Sophia said sardonically.

Enigma led them to the rear corner of the building and down two flights of steps.

“Some of the oldest archives are in the basement,” he explained.

The area grew darker as they descended; Enigma held up one hand and emitted a golden glow to light their way. They stepped into a cavernous chamber with vaulted stone ceilings; Enigma’s light did not reach far enough to illuminate the other side. Like the upper levels, this area was full of bookshelves that rose from the floor nearly to the ceiling.

Enigma led them to the side wall, and strode far down the aisle. Before long, he slowed down and began checking the labels posted on the shelves.

“Ah, here we are,” he said finally by a section that hosted dozens of scrolls. But after searching for a few moments, he added, “This is strange.”

“What is it?” asked Sophia.

“The plans for the Darkhold are gone. Along with those for the castles in York, Smithtown, Roses, Ulster, Perrin, and several other princedoms in the area.”

“How can that be?” asked Khaldun. “Where did they go?”

“Someone may have borrowed them for research purposes,” Enigma suggested.

“You mean someone from Fosland for the purpose of sacking castles,” Sophia retorted.

“Perhaps,” Enigma conceded. “No matter. Come with me.”

“No matter?” Khaldun asked incredulously as they followed him back up the aisle. “How are we supposed to get inside the Darkhold without those plans?”

“It so happens that I examined them myself not so long ago.”

“You did?” asked Khaldun.

“Must’ve been you who helped our spy gain access,” Sophia suggested.

“Yes,” Enigma confirmed, leading them to the opposite wall. “And I believe I still remember the key information.”

“Who’s the spy?” asked Khaldun. “Will they help us once we get inside?”

“I’m afraid I cannot divulge their identity,” said Enigma. “They are there covertly, of course, and I will not risk exposing them. But like Sophia, they are acting of their own free will, operating independently of the university.”

“Yes, of course,” Khaldun replied with a grin.

Enigma stopped halfway down the aisle and browsed through some scrolls. Finally he pulled one off the shelf and brought it to a table in a nearby alcove. When he unrolled the scroll on the table, Khaldun realized that it was a map.

“This is Fosland,” Enigma told them. “The Darkhold is here, at the top of this ridge overlooking the city,” he said, pointing to the castle. “If you approach from the north, you can access a path here that leads down to the rocky plain behind the building.”

“What good will that do us?” asked Sophia. “I’ve been back there—that ridge must be a hundred feet high. And the castle walls rise another fifty feet above that.”

“Yes, but there is a cave at the base of the ridge, to the south of the castle,” Enigma explained. “And deep inside that cave is a gate to a secret tunnel that runs directly beneath the building. There is a series of long, narrow stairways that lead into the storage cellars.”

“But Henry must know about this,” said Khaldun. “Won’t he have sealed it off by now?”

“It’s possible,” Enigma replied with a shrug. “But secret passages like these are meant to provide emergency escape routes for the royal families. There’s a good chance Henry would want to keep them in place. In any event, it isn’t common knowledge that we house plans to the ancient castles here. He may not have any reason to fear an intruder using them.”

“I’m not so sure about that,” said Sophia. “It’s probably his people who took the missing plans.”

“Well, this is how the spy got inside. But if you do find it blocked, there is another tunnel that can be accessed from the basement of the old temple in the heart of the city. You’re more likely to be seen there, so I would try the rear entry first.”

Enigma rolled up the map and returned it to its place on the shelf. Then they headed back up to the main level and out the front doors.

“I have another class in a few minutes,” Enigma told them, “but I wish you both the best of luck.”

He bade them farewell before striding away.

“Well, I don’t know about you, but I’m starving,” said Sophia. “Let’s find some food and then we can make our plans.”

Sophia led him to the refectory. It wasn’t lunchtime yet, so there weren’t too many people here, but she explained that they served food throughout the day. They each filled a plate at the buffet in the back of the hall, then sat down at a table in the corner. Khaldun hadn’t realized how hungry he was; he wolfed down his food.

“I think we’ll camp here tonight,” said Sophia once she’d finished her meal. “Leave at first light.”

“And travel by day?” Khaldun asked.

“They won’t have any reason to be looking for us where we’re going,” said Sophia. “I think we’ll leave the university by the east road, and cross the River Mayne. Henry’s stayed this side of the river so far, so we should be able to travel through Strom without opposition. Then we can go back across into Fosland. Staying invisible and covering our trail, we shouldn’t have too much trouble making it to the Darkhold.”

“And what do we do once we get inside?” asked Khaldun, his anxiety rising at the thought.

“Find the artifact and the girl and get the hell out of there,” Sophia replied with a shrug.

“You make it sound so simple…”

“Simple, yes. Easy, no. But we’re both mages. We’ll find a way.”

“But the Darkhold is crawling with Henry’s wizards and witches, isn’t it? That kind of neutralizes our advantage.”

“Dredmort will be there for sure. But Henry’s got most of his people in the field. Getting stretched pretty thin, occupying all these other princedoms, I think. That’s probably the main reason he keeps adding more mages to his collection. But don’t worry—we’ll be all right.”

“I’m not sure how you can be so confident. We won’t even know our way around in there.”

“Yes, we will.”

“How?”

Sophia took a deep breath, letting it out in a sigh.

“I used to serve there.”

“What? You worked for Henry?”

“I worked for his father for many years. But I left soon after Henry came into power. Don’t worry, I know the inside of that castle like the back of my hand.”

“You didn’t know about the secret passages,” Khaldun pointed out.

“Of course not. That knowledge was kept to the royal family and their closest advisers. Dredmort was the chief mage, so he was probably aware of them, but I was lower down the food chain.”

Khaldun nodded. “What will Henry do to us if he catches us in the castle?”

“Kill us, probably,” said Sophia. “Or compel us into service, which might be worse.”

Khaldun shivered. “I’m scared.”

Sophia regarded him in silence for a moment. “I can go in alone if you’d prefer. Might even be less risky that way. One less person to make a mistake and alert them to our presence.”

“No,” said Khaldun, taking a deep breath. “They’ve got Mira. I have to help get her out.”

“You’ve never been with a woman before, have you, boy?” she asked with a grin. “Before this Mira girl, I mean.”

“That’s not true at all. I’ve been with several women, if you must know—and I haven’t been with Mira. Not that way.”

“Then why put yourself in harm’s way for her? What makes her so special?”

“She’s the first woman I’ve loved,” he said with a sigh.

“If you’re not careful, love will get you killed one day.”

“Well, what about you?” asked Khaldun. “Why are you willing to fly into danger like this?”

“Told you. I served in Fosland. I’ve seen firsthand what Henry is capable of doing; I’m not willing to just stand by and watch while he takes over the entire continent.”

“What did he do? What did you see?”

Sophia looked him in the eye for a moment, but then lowered her gaze, shaking her head.

“Come on, tell me—what happened?”

“It was a long time ago…”

“What was?”

Sophia opened her mouth to reply, but then closed it, shaking her head again. “I haven’t ever told anyone about this before.”

Khaldun desperately wanted to know her story now, but said nothing; it seemed like she was on the verge of telling him.

“They assigned me to Fosland straight out of the university. Henry was only a boy back then; his father, Euclid, was the ruling prince in those days. Euclid was a good man. A just ruler. He had his faults, but he was no warmonger.

“But Henry was different, even as a young lad. Sneaky. Manipulative. Used to pull nasty pranks on his older brother, Godfrey, but always managed to pass the blame to someone else. A servant or stable boy or someone like that—anyone he considered inferior.”

“Wait—Henry has an older brother? Why didn’t he inherit the throne?”

“Why do you think?”

“He died?”

Sophia nodded.

“Did Henry kill him?”

“Nobody knows for sure. Euclid toured the princedom once a year to check in on his vassals. Most princes don’t do that so often, especially in the larger princedoms, but that was Euclid’s way. He was getting on in years, so he took Godfrey with him one year when he reached manhood. The vassals had met him before, but he was only a boy then. Now they were meeting him as their ruler’s adult heir.

“Well, Euclid and Godfrey both died on that trip and Henry ascended to the throne.”

“What happened?”

Sophia shrugged. “The official story is that one of the horses pulling the royal carriage got spooked. They were riding through a mountain pass, and when the horse reared, they went over the cliff. And that was that.”

“You don’t believe that story, though.”

“Oh, the story’s true enough—there were a dozen witnesses.”

“Was it a plot—were they all in on it?”

Sophia shook her head. “No, not a chance. I was… uh… involved with the commander of the prince’s guard. Drake was his name. He was right there when it happened; saw the whole thing. And he told me that the horse reared for no reason at all. But it took the prince and his heir right over the cliff with it.”

“So it was just an accident, then.”

Sophia shook her head. “Dredmort was on that trip. He’d only entered the prince’s service a couple of years before that.”

“They expelled him from the university for experimenting with necromancy, didn’t they?” said Khaldun.

“Aye. But Euclid was looking to take on another mage and requested Dredmort. I’m not sure how he’d heard of him, but the university sanctioned it. I’m sure they figured that by going to a small, peaceful princedom, far enough from the university to deprive him of its resources, but close enough that they could rein him in if necessary, that he wouldn’t get into any trouble. But they didn’t know about Henry.

“Well, I think Dredmort saw in that boy an opportunity. When they returned from that fatal trip, Henry summoned them all to the throne room. Dredmort made a big production of pinning the whole thing on Euclid’s chief mage, Melnor. He said he saw the old wizard raise his wand to cast some sort of spell right before that horse reared.

“Of course, nobody else saw anything of the kind. And Commander Drake refuted Dredmort’s claim in his sworn testimony. But then Dredmort produced another witness. A servant girl who claimed she overheard Drake plotting with Melnor to assassinate Henry and take the throne for himself.” Tears came to Sophia’s eyes, and Khaldun was pretty sure he knew what must have happened next. “Henry had Dredmort confiscate Melnor’s staff on the spot. And the next day, he had Drake and the wizard executed. They beheaded them both right in the middle of the courtyard for everyone to see.”

“I’m sorry,” said Khaldun. “That must have been terrible to witness.” He thought he understood the witch’s dedication to opposing Henry a little better now. “But why did Dredmort accuse them of such a conspiracy? Henry would have inherited regardless—he could have let everyone believe it was an accident.”

“Melnor and Drake were Euclid’s staunchest supporters; they needed them out of the way. Dredmort has enabled Henry’s lust for power and his cruelest inclinations, and in turn, Henry has given Dredmort free rein to continue his experiments. If Melnor and Drake had lived to witness any of this, they would have tried to put a stop to it.”

“And they probably would have realized that Dredmort was the one responsible for killing the old prince and his heir,” added Khaldun, nodding his understanding.

“Aye, indeed they would have,” Sophia agreed, clearing her throat. “Well. That’s enough reminiscing for today. Let’s find somewhere to camp for the night, and we’ll get underway first thing in the morning.”


Chapter 16
Fosland


They left the refectory and went back to get Khaldun’s horse. But when they reached the post where Khaldun had tied him, they found that the animal was gone.

“Someone stole my horse?” Khaldun exclaimed. “Here?”

“The beast was tired and hungry,” someone said with a scratchy voice. Turning, Khaldun spotted an old man approaching them. “So I brought him to the stables for some food and water.”

“Terrance, how are you?” said Sophia, grabbing the man in a hug.

“Old and arthritic,” the man replied with a grin. “How about you, old friend?”

“Headed in the same direction. This is Khaldun; he’s a mage from the wayfarer tribe.”

Terrance nodded to him. “We don’t see too many wayfarers here.”

“No, I wouldn’t expect so,” Khaldun muttered, feeling irritated. Of course, you don’t, he wanted to say, but held his tongue.

“Well, follow me and I’ll show you to the stables.”

Terrance led them out behind the quad and across a field, chatting with Sophia the whole way. Khaldun followed a few paces behind; he was annoyed with the man for taking his horse, and with himself for not taking better care of the animal. Sophia chose one of the university’s mares for herself, and then they bade Terrance farewell.

They set out on foot, leading the horses by the reins as Sophia took them eastward across the university’s land. After passing through a grove of trees, they reached the road and continued east. After only another mile or so, they reached a meadow, and Sophia suggested that they camp there for the night.

“We’re still within the boundary, so we should be safe here. No need to keep watch.”

“Perfect,” said Khaldun, retrieving his pack from the horse’s back. “I could use a good night’s sleep.” He started setting up his tent.

“What are you doing that for?” asked Sophia.

“Oh—you’re welcome to share it with me, if you’d like,” he said, realizing that the witch didn’t have any gear with her. “I just figured it would be nice to have a proper camp for once.”

“Suit yourself,” she replied, looking at him askance. “I much prefer falling asleep under the stars. As long as there’s no rain, that is, and there ain’t a cloud in the sky.”

Khaldun finished setting up his tent, and laid out his bedroll inside. Then he sat up chatting with Sophia until nightfall, despite his exhaustion. He figured it would be best to stay awake as long as he could to try and get himself back into a normal sleep cycle.

But as he lay in his tent, he found he was too restless to sleep. His thoughts turned to Mira, and wondering what Henry and Dredmort might be doing to her. And despite Sophia’s confidence, he still felt anxious about trying to break into the Darkhold unnoticed. Perhaps he should abandon this mission and let Sophia proceed alone. Khaldun was only a lowly wayfarer boy; what did he know about daring rescues and glorious deeds? He felt like he’d gotten himself in way over his head.

But they had Mira. He wouldn’t be able to live with himself if he didn’t do everything he could to help.

Khaldun managed to doze off eventually, but woke with a start to find that it was light out. And someone was out there—he could hear Sophia talking to at least two others.

Poking his head out the flaps, he realized it was just a couple of university students making their way toward campus. He wondered what had brought them out here at this hour—it was only a little after dawn. But by the time he’d gotten dressed and stepped out of the tent, they’d moved on.

“Those were students?” Khaldun asked.

“Aye. Returning from a little holiday in Arthos. Ah, I remember those days like they were yesterday…”

“I’ve heard of Arthos—that’s the free city, right?”

Sophia nodded. “Independent of any princedom. Has a bit of a reputation as a party city—well earned, too. I spent more than a couple of holidays there back in my day. Anyway, we should get moving.”

Khaldun packed up his gear, then they mounted the horses and set out. Only minutes later, they reached the two guard towers that marked the edge of the university’s territory. As on the western end, they were unmanned. Sophia opened a portal in the barrier, and they passed through it. They crested a hill, and Khaldun could see a massive metal-framed bridge spanning the River Mayne.

“That thing is huge,” he commented.

“Aye. The university commissioned it many years ago. Used to be a rickety wooden thing that had to be rebuilt every time the river flooded. That’s Strom on the other side; the prince refused to pay for a new bridge, so the university footed the bill. Worth it, I reckon, for all the traffic they have coming from this direction.”

They crossed the bridge and then turned onto the south road. The landscape became more barren and rocky with every mile they traversed. The road more or less followed the river, straying inland only a few times to cut out great loops in its course. They passed a few farmers and merchants transporting their goods to market, but didn’t run into any trouble. A little before sunset, they found a place to camp for the night.

“Henry’s kept his forces on the other side of the Mayne so far,” said Sophia as Khaldun set up his tent. “But just in case, we should keep a watch tonight.”

“All right,” Khaldun agreed. “I’ll take the first shift if you’d like.”

“Aye. And if you don’t mind, I’ll make use of your tent—it’s looking like rain tonight.”

Sophia was right; there were storm clouds moving in from the west. She climbed inside, and minutes later, the skies opened up, drenching Khaldun. He retrieved a tarp from his pack and covered himself with that, but he was already wet.

The rain tapered off to a drizzle after a while. Khaldun thought he heard approaching footsteps a few times, but calling fire to cast some light on the area didn’t reveal any intruders. Just to be safe, he tried canceling invisibility, too, but there was nobody there. He figured there must have been small rodents crawling around in the rocks.

The temperature dropped, and still damp from the rain, Khaldun found himself shivering by the time his shift ended. He woke Sophia, and she called air to dry him off with a warm breeze. Khaldun slept for a few hours, then awoke at dawn and broke camp.

“That’s still Roses across the river, isn’t it?’ Khaldun asked as they mounted their horses and set out.

“Aye. We should reach the Fosland border around midday. I’m planning to wait till we’re as close as possible to the capital before crossing over. Hopefully that works out.”

“Why wouldn’t it?”

“We’ll see,” was all she would say.

As they traveled, the banks of the Mayne rose higher, and before long the river was flowing through a gorge far below. They reached a wooden bridge, and there were soldiers stationed on the other side by a shack. Their horses were tied to a hitching post beyond the building.

“I figured as much,” said Sophia. “Henry’s not one to leave a border crossing unguarded.”

“I count only six men,” Khaldun replied. “We shouldn’t have any trouble getting past them.”

Sophia didn’t reply; they continued southward.

A couple of hours later, they spotted a tower on the other side of the river.

“That marks the border with Fosland,” she told him. “The bridge we need to cross is coming up soon. With any luck, that won’t be any harder to cross than the last one.”

The bridge came into view when they crested the next hill; it was three times as wide as the last one. Camped on the near side of the river was an entire company of soldiers, flying Strom’s colors. And on the other side was an even larger Foslander encampment.

“This is what I feared,” said Sophia.

“We’re not getting through here,” Khaldun replied.

“No, we are not. We’ll have to go back and take the Roses bridge.”

They reversed direction and rode until their destination came into view.

“Let’s rest here until sunset,” Sophia suggested. “We’ll have an easier time getting across at night.” Khaldun nodded. “And I’ll make us invisible, just to make sure they’re not expecting any trouble.”

They dismounted, and Sophia cast the spell to hide them from view. Khaldun tended to the horses, then they sat down, leaning against a boulder until darkness fell.

When the time came, they climbed onto their horses and moved closer to the bridge. The noise of the river flowing through the gorge drowned out any sound of their passage. Khaldun could see four soldiers sitting around a campfire outside the shack on the other side of the bridge.

“Let’s give it some more time,” said Sophia. “Most of them boys will retire into the shack before long. Then we’ll make our move.”

They dismounted again and waited. Before long, two more guards emerged from the building, and sat down with the others. But a couple of hours later, four of them moved inside, leaving the last two outside.

“That’s probably the best it’s going to get,” said Sophia. “Those two will be keeping first watch. We’ll stay invisible and the river should stop them from hearing us.”

“What do we do if they notice us?”

“You leave that to me,” Sophia told him. “Even if these two discover us, we still have to be careful not to wake the others. Just be ready to ride hard if I give the word.” Khaldun nodded. “All right, let’s go.”

They made their way to the bridge; Sophia started across, keeping her horse to a walk, and Khaldun followed close behind. As they neared the other side, Khaldun could hear the two soldiers chatting, but couldn’t make out their words over the rushing water below. He also spotted them taking swigs from a couple of bottles, and noticed a pile of empty ones by the shack, and realized they’d been drinking.

The men were sitting on the ground between their shack and the north side of the bridge; Khaldun and Sophia stayed as close to the southern side as possible, although the structure wasn’t very wide. But just before they reached the opposite bank, one of the soldiers stood up, staring in their direction.

“Who’s there?” he called out, swaying unsteadily.

Sophia reined in her horse; Khaldun stopped right behind her. The soldier moved to the very end of the bridge, only a few feet from Sophia’s mount; Khaldun held his breath, his heart hammering in his chest. But after gazing across the structure for a moment, the soldier returned to the campfire and sat down.

Khaldun quietly breathed a sigh of relief. Sophia continued forward, but as her animal’s hooves hit the dirt beyond the bridge, both soldiers jumped to their feet, drawing their swords.

“Show yourself!” the first man called out. “We saw the dirt you kicked up—we know you’re there!”

Sophia charged forward, rounding on the men and drawing her wand. She called earth and something invisible slammed into one of the soldiers, knocking him over the edge and into the gorge. Next, she called air, and a gale blew the second man after his comrade; Khaldun could hear him screaming all the way down.

“Let’s go,” Sophia hissed, returning to Khaldun. “Quietly!”

She guided her horse up the road, keeping him to a walk; Khaldun followed. But as they passed the shack, one of the other soldiers emerged.

“What the hell is going on?” he demanded, rubbing sleep from his eyes. But he became more alert as he realized the two watchmen were nowhere to be seen. “Butch? Hackney? Where are you guys?”

Sophia called air again, hurling him into the gorge. He howled on the way down; Khaldun thought for sure that the other soldiers would wake up. But they waited a few minutes, and nobody else emerged from the shack.

“The other three are sure to raise the alarm when they wake up,” Khaldun said quietly. “We should call fire and burn the shack to the ground.”

“No,” Sophia replied. “Right now, there’s no sign of a struggle. Those men were drunk—there’s a good chance their friends will think they fell into the river trying to take a piss. We burn the shack down, then whoever comes to relieve them will know for sure that they’ve got enemy mages in their territory.”

Khaldun considered this for a moment, then nodded in agreement.

Finally, they continued up the road. Once they’d put some distance behind them, they urged their horses to a gallop for a while. They stopped again and moved off the road, waiting a few more minutes to see if there was any pursuit, but none came. They rode for another hour, then Sophia brought them to a halt.

“Let’s get off the road and find somewhere to get a little sleep. We’ll set out again at dawn, and then we should reach the Darkhold by nightfall.”

The land was barren and rocky, so there were no trees or grass. They found a sandy area fifty yards from the road and decided that would have to do. Sophia took the first watch, and Khaldun curled up on the ground, falling asleep almost immediately. It seemed like no time had passed at all when the witch awakened him. But he got to his feet, taking his turn on guard duty so Sophia could sleep. He woke her up at dawn; they mounted their horses and continued westward.

They passed several squads of soldiers that morning. Sophia kept them invisible, and they moved off the road as soon as they spotted anyone approaching. But around noon, they reached a fork in the road.

“The main branch leads to Fosland City, looping around to the north of the castle,” Sophia explained. “We’ll turn off here and take the road onto the plain to the east of the city.”

Khaldun nodded, and they headed south. The road was little more than a path through the desert; it didn’t seem like anyone traveled this way very often. As the afternoon wore on, the Darkhold came into view far in the distance. Its walls were black, as if made from obsidian. It sat upon a high ridge, its back end overlooking the wasteland below. Khaldun couldn’t help but feel like there were eyes looking down on them from the high towers, and felt thankful that they were invisible.

As they drew close to the castle, an eerie dusk fell about them. The sun hadn’t set on the city yet, but was no longer visible from this vantage point. It had grown dark by the time they reached the ridge. Staring up, Khaldun could see the castle high above them, appearing to grow out of the sheer rock beneath it. They rode for a while longer, then found the cave exactly where Sophia expected it to be, its entrance hidden behind a giant outcropping of the main ridge.

“This is it,” said the witch, getting off her horse. “We’ll need to leave the animals here.”

Khaldun dismounted, looking around for something they could use as a hitching post.

“There’s nowhere to tie their reins,” he concluded.

Sophia pointed her wand and called earth.

“There. Now the reins are heavy enough to hold them here till we return.”

Khaldun tested his, and found he could barely move them.

“Huh. I never thought of that.”

“Let’s go, boy genius,” Sophia muttered, heading into the cave.


Chapter 17
The Darkhold


Khaldun followed her into the cave. It was utterly dark here; the witch called fire, creating a small flame to light their way. The space was only wide enough for them to walk single file, and barely high enough for Khaldun to stand straight. But it grew smaller as they went, and before long, he had to crouch.

Finally, they came to a metal door embedded in the rock. Sophia tried the handle, but it wouldn’t budge.

“Now what?” asked Khaldun.

Sophia raised her wand and recited a spell that Khaldun didn’t recognize. Then she tried the handle again, and the door creaked open. “These types of exits are always sealed magically,” she explained, leading the way inside.

Khaldun moved in behind her, closing the door behind them as quietly as he could.

“I won’t bother resealing it,” Sophia whispered. “In case we need a quick exit.”

“You should teach me that spell,” Khaldun suggested. “In case we get separated and I run into any more locked doors.”

“Good thinking,” the witch agreed.

She taught him the incantation, and Khaldun spent a few minutes magically sealing and unsealing the door.

“I think I’ve got it,” he said finally, and they moved on.

They were in a tunnel large enough to stand straight and walk side by side. Sophia’s wand provided the only light. They walked for several minutes, finally reaching a narrow stone staircase. Sophia led the way up the steps, and they climbed for what felt like an hour; Khaldun’s legs ached by the time they reached a landing. But turning, he saw that another set of steps led farther up.

In the end there were six sets of steps, arranged in switchbacks, leading up to the castle cellar. They reached the top to find another metal door sealed magically. Sophia lifted the spell, and cautiously pushed it open. Peering through the crack, Khaldun could see that there was a storage room inside. They moved into the area, closing the door again behind them. The room was only dimly lit, but it was enough to illuminate their way, so Sophia put out her flame. The walls were stone, and looked like they’d been carved out of the ridge.

“Let’s find the girl first,” Sophia whispered. “They’ll have her in the dungeons—you’ll have to let me know when you spot her. Then we can look for the artifact.”

Sophia reinforced their invisibility spell, then led the way across the room. They came to a doorway and moved into a long corridor. Khaldun followed her to the far end, and around the corner into another passage. Barred cells lined each side of this area.

Every cell was occupied by at least one man or woman, all wearing nothing more than loincloths. Most of these people looked weak and emaciated; they were dirty, and they smelled awful; Khaldun guessed that they had been here for a very long time.

But there were several prisoners who looked far healthier; one man was fat and looked like he’d bathed recently. Khaldun figured that he must have lived a lavish lifestyle before being imprisoned here. A woman in another cell seemed to hear them passing; she covered her breasts with her hands, backing into the rear corner. Her expression was defiant; she had the air of someone used to commanding authority. Khaldun suspected that these last two might have been mages.

But they reached the end of the row without finding Mira. Where could they be holding her if not here? He shot Sophia a questioning look, but she only shrugged. They moved back out to the main corridor.

“Now what?” Khaldun whispered.

Sophia considered their situation for a moment. “The old wizard, Melnor, had his workshop down here,” she said. “Dredmort’s probably taken that for his own, and that may be where he’s keeping the artifact.”

“What about Mira?”

Sophia took a deep breath. “I don’t have any more ideas, lad. Let’s see about the artifact, and then we can search the upper levels for her.”

She led the way to the opposite end of the corridor. There was another stone passage here, but it was much shorter. Khaldun followed her down that to a wooden door; it had been left slightly ajar. Sophia pushed it open and they walked inside.

They found themselves in a large room, cluttered with desks and tables. Many were piled with books or scrolls; a crystal ball sat on a stand in the far corner. A large globe occupied another corner, and one wall was lined with wooden cabinets; glass vials and jars filled their shelves, containing potions of many different colors. At least a dozen candles were positioned around the chamber, filling it with a flickering light.

But suddenly, Khaldun heard a voice; his heart jumped into his throat as he frantically scanned the area for its source. But finally, Sophia pointed toward another wooden door at the far end of the room that was wide open.

The two of them crept across the chamber, moving as close to the far door as they dared. Inside, Khaldun could see a tall wizard standing with his back toward them. His head was bald and he wore long, red robes. He held his staff in front of him with his right hand, shouting an incantation. This was Dredmort.

Looking beyond the mage, Khaldun spotted a naked man lying on his back on a long table, his head closest to the wizard. The man appeared to be unconscious, and Khaldun realized that his body was blackened as if by fire.

Suddenly the wizard raised a silver dagger in his left hand and plunged it into the man’s chest. Khaldun had to stifle a gasp; the victim screamed, but still seemed unconscious. The man’s scream ended abruptly and Khaldun was pretty sure he must have died. The wizard placed a staff on top of the corpse, hurried around to the foot of the table, and recited a long string of incantations. Suddenly blue flames erupted from the victim’s body; if he were still alive, surely, he would have cried out again, but he made no sound. The staff vanished in the fire.

And in that moment, Khaldun realized that there was a black pyramid sitting on the table, just to the front of the dead man’s head: the artifact. Faint tendrils of dark smoke emanated from it, swirling around the small chamber. Khaldun was about to point this out to Sophia, but she edged closer to the door, inadvertently bumping a stack of books with her elbow. They fell to the floor, making thumping noises as they hit the stone.

“Who’s there?” the wizard demanded, rushing toward the door.

Sophia shot Khaldun a fearful look; he froze in terror.

“Make yourself invisible!” she hissed. “And go back to the corridor!”

“What? We are⁠—”

“Now!” she said, shoving him away from her.

Khaldun hurried out of the chamber, murmuring the incantation to make himself invisible. Passing into the corridor, he turned to see the wizard burst into the room, holding out his staff and canceling Sophia’s spell; she would be fully visible now. Khaldun realized that she’d sacrificed herself to save him—had she run, too, Dredmort would have pursued them to discover who was there. This way, he’d found only Sophia. Dredmort’s features registered surprise for just a moment when he spotted the witch, but then a grin spread across his face.

“My, oh, my,” he said, “the great Sophia. Never again did I expect you to grace this castle with your presence.”

Khaldun thought about trying to get into the back room to grab the artifact, but Dredmort was in the way. He had to hope that Sophia could somehow maneuver the wizard out of his path.

Sophia glared at Dredmort, then raised her wand and called fire, trying to incinerate him from within. But he canceled her spell with a flick of his staff.

“Now, now, that isn’t polite,” Dredmort told her, shaking his head. “Tell me, what brings you to our humble abode?”

Sophia said nothing, but her eyes darted behind him to the dead man. Dredmort turned briefly, following her gaze.

“Ah, of course. You came to retrieve the artifact. I should have known they’d send you—who else could find their way around the Darkhold?”

“Nobody sent me, Dredmort. I’m here on my own mission.”

“I’m sure,” he drawled. “Well, there’s someone I’d love for you to meet.”

A chill ran down Khaldun’s spine and he felt a sense of dread wash over him. He and Sophia both looked around the room, as if someone else had been hiding there, invisible. But suddenly Sophia let out a little scream.

Khaldun snapped his eyes back to her, but saw that she was staring into the smaller room again. Looking through the door himself, he realized with a start that the table was empty. An instant later, the dead man shuffled through the doorway, stopping when he reached Dredmort.

“What have you done..?” asked Sophia, staring at the figure in terror.

“Oh, don’t you recognize him?” Dredmort said with a tone of mock surprise. “I’m sure you two have met before—yes, I’m certain I recall a time when he came to visit us here at the Darkhold. But it was so long ago, perhaps your memory is failing you in your old age?”

Sophia stared at the figure, her brow furrowed, but there was only confusion in her face.

“Why, this is Byron!” Dredmort told her. “Stanbridge’s chief mage!”

“What?” said Sophia, with a look of dawning recognition. “No—what did you do?”

“It’s an ancient ritual,” Dredmort said matter-of-factly. “Dreadfully tricky to master—you see, it involves killing and resurrecting a mage. I’m afraid my first few experiments failed miserably. But my success rate has improved of late.

“Show her what you can do, Byron.”

The figure raised its hand, and suddenly a tongue of fire appeared right in front of Sophia’s face. The witch backed away, her expression a mixture of fascination and horror: the monster wielded no wand or staff.

“But… that’s impossible,” Sophia whispered, shaking her head in disbelief.

“Do you doubt your own eyes?” asked Dredmort, flashing his smile. “All the power of a sorcerer, but no free will of his own.”

Sophia raised her wand and called fire. A towering inferno engulfed the monster; Dredmort backed away, shielding his face with one arm. But the flames subsided, having had no effect on the figure. Sophia called air, creating a vacuum around the creature in an attempt to suffocate it, but it just stood there, staring at her. Finally, she called earth; Khaldun knew her spell should have knocked it back into the smaller chamber, but it didn’t move. Sophia stared at Dredmort in horror.

The wizard chuckled quietly. “He’s a wraith, Sophia. Impervious to magic. Impossible to kill. And they possess unwavering loyalty to me.”

“They?” Sophia said with a gasp. “How… how many are there?”

Dredmort smiled at her. “We should pay the high prince a visit, I think. He’ll be thrilled to see you.”

Sophia turned to run; Dredmort was ready for this. He held out his staff, shouting a word of command. A glowing sheet of energy formed in the air directly in front of Sophia; she ran right into it, and it wrapped around her like a blanket. Her wand clattered to the floor; Dredmort squatted down to retrieve it with his free hand.

Straightening up, the wizard turned and spoke a word of command. The door to his private chamber slammed shut, glowing faintly red for a moment, magically sealing the artifact inside. The wizard held out his staff, and Sophia floated across the room in front of him. Khaldun retreated down the corridor, pressing himself into the corner. As they passed, he realized that Dredmort’s staff was shaped like a naked woman, impossibly elongated; a shiver ran down his spine. The wraith followed them through the corridor, leaving the workshop empty.

He waited until their footsteps faded, then hurried back to the chamber. Dredmort had left the outer door open; Khaldun ran inside and turned his attention to the sealed inner door. Holding out his staff, he tried to cancel Dredmort’s spell, but it was no use. The door would not open; the wizard must not have used the same incantation Sophia had taught him.

“Shit,” he muttered out loud. What was he supposed to do now?

Khaldun had no idea where to find Mira, and no way to get to the artifact. Without Sophia, he was lost. Freeing her was his only chance. Hurrying into the corridor, he reached the corner just in time to see Dredmort vanishing into a stairway. Khaldun crept along as quietly as he could, then followed them up the steps.

Dredmort moved up to the main level of the castle, escorting Sophia and the wraith into the great hall. Khaldun slipped into the room behind them, just before the two guards closed the enormous wooden doors behind them. Khaldun waited at the back of the room as Dredmort made his way to the front.

There was a huge marble throne on a dais, and sitting there was High Prince Henry. Khaldun thought he must be nearly as tall as Dredmort, but he was fat. On his head he wore a metal crown with a black horn protruding from each side, making him look like some sort of animal. He was holding an enormous stein in one hand, resting it on the arm of the throne.

Several other people were gathered around the high prince—Khaldun recognized the witch, Nineve, and the wizard, Lane, who had abducted Mira. There was a third mage—a dark skinned witch with heavy makeup on her face, wearing only a loin cloth and bandeau, her wand clutched tight by her side. He also spotted a military commander, and two other advisers of unknown roles, both older men. Lastly, farthest from the throne, was a servant boy, about the same age as Khaldun, wearing only a loincloth.

“Dredmort!” Henry called out with a hearty laugh. “What do we have here?”

“This was Byron,” Dredmort told him, indicating the wraith. “The ritual has worked⁠—”

“Yes, yes, very well—I meant her!” said the prince, pointing to Sophia, and taking a great swig from his stein.

“The mage, Sophia. Perhaps you remember⁠—”

“Sophia!” Henry shouted, getting to his feet, and stepping down from his dais to examine her. “I’ll be damned,” he muttered, walking slowly around her as she hovered in midair. On his feet, Henry seemed much larger than Dredmort, despite being a couple of inches shorter. “What in the hell is she doing here?”

“I believe the university sent her to retrieve the artifact, Your Highness.”

“Yes, they would do that, wouldn’t they,” the prince grumbled, returning to his throne. “Well, they can’t bloody have it!” he screamed at Sophia. “Release her, dammit,” he added to Dredmort.

The wizard called out the word of command and Sophia fell to the floor, scrambling to regain her feet. She looked around wildly for a moment, as if searching for an escape route, but there was none—all the doors were closed and guarded.

Henry laughed quietly. “There’s no way out of here, you old loon. But would you care to explain how you got into my castle?”

“I served here for years—I know all the secret passages.”

“Bullshit. I didn’t even know all of them until my spy stole the plans from the university. Tell me the truth!”

Sophia said nothing. Henry nodded to Dredmort; he produced a tongue of fire right in front of her face. Sophia backed away, but the wraith grabbed her from behind, holding her by both arms. The flame moved within an inch of her nose; she turned her head away from it, but it followed her.

“How did you get in my castle?!”

“The postern gate—from the cave down on the plain!”

Henry stared at her for a moment. “Servant—more ale!” he shouted.

The boy ran over to the throne, took Henry’s stein, and scurried away. He returned a few moments later, carefully handing it to the prince, then retaking his position beyond the advisers. Henry gulped down half the mug, then wiped his mouth on his sleeve.

“How did you know about the postern gate?”

Sophia remained silent. The flame touched her nose and she screamed, but still didn’t answer him.

“Enough!” Henry bellowed; Dredmort canceled the fire. “It hardly matters—one of those university fuckers must have memorized the secret tunnels before we stole the plans.” He stared at Sophia for a minute, brow furrowed. “But we stole the plans ages ago—way before we learned about the artifact. So why did they memorize my tunnels?”

Sophia remained silent, returning Henry’s stare.

“They’ve got a spy in my castle!” the prince screamed. “Dredmort! Root out the fiend and bring him to me!”

“Yes, Your Highness.”

Suddenly, Sophia tore herself free of the wraith’s grasp, lunging at Dredmort. He raised his staff, but she was going for her wand, still in his left hand. Taking it from him, she rounded on Henry, shouting an incantation and hurling a fireball at him.

The dark-skinned witch was ready for her; she lunged in front of the prince, shielding him with her own body, and canceling Sophia’s spell at the same time. And in that moment, Khaldun realized who she was: Mira.

“No!” he shouted, his heart dropping into his stomach.

Nineve and Lane both charged in front of their prince, but it was Mira who canceled Khaldun’s invisibility. The guards by the main doors grabbed him, taking away his staff and dragging him up to the prince. The wraith took hold of Sophia again and Dredmort snatched her wand away.

“And who in the hell are you?” Henry demanded when Khaldun reached the dais.

Khaldun didn’t answer, clamping his jaw shut and giving Henry a defiant stare.

“His name is Khaldun,” Mira told the prince, staring at Khaldun without so much as flinching. “He’s a wayfarer; their sorcerer has been teaching him magic.”

Khaldun stared at her in utter disbelief; what the hell was happening? Mira was working for Henry—of her own free will? And she’d turned on him without hesitation. Had she been in Henry’s service all along? No, that was impossible. He knew her; this had to be some sort of ruse. Khaldun felt certain in his heart that Mira would not betray him this way.

“Why are you here, boy? Did you come with this crazy bitch?” Henry asked, indicating Sophia.

“He’s probably here to rescue me, Your Highness,” said Mira.

Henry considered this for a moment, taking another swig of ale. “A hero and a harlot, then,” he said with a chuckle. “Guards—get them out of my sight! I’ll deal with them later. Right now, I want to hear more about Dredmort’s latest experiment.”

Two guards grabbed them, dragging them out of the hall.

“Lane—go with them!” Henry shouted. “Make sure there’s no more trouble!”

“Yes, Your Highness,” the wizard said, bowing slightly and following them out.

As they pulled him through the doors, Khaldun glanced back to get one more look at Mira. But she had returned her attention to Henry.


Chapter 18
Ruse


Mira stole a glance at Khaldun as the guard dragged him across the hall, but returned her gaze to Henry immediately. Her ruse depended on her ability to play her role convincingly, and staring longingly after Khaldun could be her undoing. The look of pain on his face when she betrayed him had ripped her heart out; hiding her own emotions had been excruciatingly difficult. But she had to do it, especially now that they had Khaldun.

“Guards—fetch some robes for this thing,” Henry shouted, getting to his feet. “I told you, Dredmort, I don’t want them parading around naked like this. Useful though they are, I don’t need to see their shriveled cocks.”

“Apologies, Your Highness,” Dredmort said with a slight bow. “In my haste to bring the intruder to you, it slipped my mind.”

Henry approached the wraith, drawing his dagger. “You are a frightful-looking beast, aren’t you,” he said, poking it in the chest with the blade. The wraith didn’t even flinch. “Amazing, aren’t they?” he said enthusiastically, looking around at his advisers; they smiled in agreement, but Mira thought their expressions looked more like grimaces. “No free will of its own, it feels no pain, and yet it can do magic without any kind of instrument—just like a sorcerer! But they don’t like sunlight, eh, Dredmort? Have you had any luck with that?”

“I’m afraid not, Your Highness. Although I don’t understand it, their aversion to the sun seems to override all other concerns.”

“Yes, well that’s their one shortcoming, I suppose. Make it do something!”

Dredmort nodded, then muttered something to the wraith. It held out one hand, forming a tongue of flame in its palm.

“Hah! Superb, Dredmort, simply superb. With an army of these things, we’ll reclaim the kingdom in no time!” Since her arrival, Mira had witnessed the high prince receive at least a half dozen wraiths—though she knew there were more—demanding a demonstration every time, yet losing none of his ardor. “Nineve—try lighting it on fire!”

“Yes, Your Highness,” said the witch. She held out her staff and called fire; a towering inferno erupted, completely engulfing the wraith. Nineve kept it up for a full minute before putting out the flames. Yet the creature was unscathed.

“He’s already burnt to a crisp, though, isn’t he?” said Henry. “Try something else.”

Nineve called earth; nothing happened.

“What was that?” Henry demanded. “What did you do?”

“A spell that should have hurled it across the hall,” Nineve told him with a sigh. Mira could tell that unlike the prince, she had grown bored with these demonstrations.

Just then the guard returned with robes for the wraith.

“Ah, excellent,” said Henry, returning to his throne and picking up his stein. “Empty,” he grumbled. “Boy—more ale! And Nineve, clothe the thing, would you?” The servant boy hurried over for the stein and ran off to fill it again.

“Yes, Your Highness,” the witch said with a scowl, handing her staff to one of the advisers. She took the robes from the guard and set about her task with a look of disgust on her face.

“How many is this now, Dredmort?” asked Henry. “Eight? Nine?”

“This one is the eleventh,” Dredmort replied.

“Fantastic,” the prince muttered. The servant returned with his stein; Henry took a giant gulp from it, then set it down on the arm of the throne again. “Convert that bitch, Sophia, next. Just reward for her treason. And that wayfarer boy.”

Mira felt ice running down her spine at these words.

“Yes, Your Highness,” Dredmort said with a bow.

“Forgive me, Your Highness,” said Mira, “but the boy is not yet a full mage—his skills are rudimentary at best. From what I’ve heard here, only the strongest mages are suitable for the ritual.”

“Perhaps you have feelings for the boy?” Nineve asked with a smirk. She’d finished robing the wraith and retook her staff from the adviser. “Was he your lover while you were with the troupe?”

“I hardly knew him,” Mira lied dismissively. “But I saw him training with the sorcerer. He’s weak.”

“Your Highness, the girl is right,” said Dredmort. “Only a full mage would retain their power after the transformation. He would be useless to us.”

“Mm, very well,” said Henry, drinking more ale. “But I want the witch for sure—do her tonight.”

“Your Highness, the hour is late,” Dredmort replied. “But I will attend to her in the morning⁠—”

“Do it tonight!” yelled Henry. “I don’t want that madwoman in my castle any longer than necessary!”

“Yes, Your Highness,” Dredmort said with a bow. “My apologies. I will require a little time to prepare⁠—”

“Fine, fine,” Henry said, waving him off. “Do what you must, but don’t take a minute longer than you need.”

Dredmort bowed.

“We’ll keep the wayfarer boy for ourselves,” said Henry. “Train him up, Dredmort. Our mages are spread pretty thin—we could use another wizard in the field. Especially while we’re waiting for Gunthar to regain his power.”

“Yes, Your Highness.”

“Very well,” said Henry. “Out of my sight, all of you.”

Mira stepped away from the dais; she knew Dredmort would escort her up to her room now. But Henry said, “Not you, girl.” Mira stopped in her tracks. “Come here a moment.”

The advisers had already hurried out of the hall, Nineve close behind, but the witch stopped when she heard Henry hold Mira back. Mira approached the throne. Henry grabbed her by the wrist and pulled her into his lap. Mira felt panic-stricken but did her best to project calm.

“What do you say you join me in my chambers tonight, eh?” he said, running his hand up her thigh.

Mira felt revolted, but kept her face blank. She didn’t know what to do—the prince had made sexual comments to her before, and had grabbed her breasts and buttocks more than once, but this was the first time he’d made such an invitation. How could she refuse him without incurring his wrath? She felt herself casting about for some sort of response as the seconds dragged out—how could she get out of this?

“Your Highness!” Nineve strode back to the throne. “I hardly think we can trust this girl to be alone with you!”

It was an open secret in the castle that Nineve and Henry were lovers. Mira knew she was probably acting in her own self-interest rather than looking out for the prince’s safety. But she sped her a silent thank you regardless.

“Jealous, Nineve?” Henry said with a leer. “You’re welcome to join us if you’d like.”

“Your Highness knows that I would if it were someone trustworthy,” she replied, glaring at Mira. “But this girl has yet to prove her loyalty.”

“She fended off that witch’s attack faster than you did, Nineve,” Henry pointed out. “And she didn’t hesitate to identify that wayfarer boy.”

“Forgive me, Your Highness, but it could all be a ruse. She’s a clever girl, I’ll grant her that—she’s doing what she must to earn your trust. But she could just be plotting her escape or even her revenge⁠—”

“Argh, all right already,” said Henry, pushing Mira out of his lap. “You’ve made your case, you stubborn wench. But I’m drunk and I want to fuck. Fetch that servant girl from last time and meet me in my chambers.”

“Yes, Your Highness,” Nineve said with a bow. Shooting Mira one last sneer, she turned and strode from the hall.

“After you, my lady,” Dredmort said with a grin.

Mira walked out of the hall as quickly as she could without making it look like she was hurrying, Dredmort and his wraith right behind her. She climbed the grand staircase to the second floor, and headed to her chamber at the end of the hall. The door was sealed shut.

Turning to face Dredmort, she found him holding out this hand; Mira turned over her wand. He held out his staff and unsealed the door.

“Sleep well,” the wizard said with a leer.

Mira stepped inside the room, closing the door behind her. She knew Dredmort would seal it shut again, but the spell made no sound. Once his footsteps had faded down the corridor, she tried the door on the off chance that he’d forgotten to secure it, but had no such luck.

Mira collapsed in her bed with a sigh. Keeping up her act was trying at the best of times, but tonight had nearly broken her. Between betraying Khaldun, and enduring Henry’s sexual aggression, she didn’t know which was harder. Thank the stars Nineve had intervened; Mira still couldn’t imagine how she would have gotten out of that.

From the moment Lane and the soldiers had captured her, she’d started fabricating her story. And by the time they’d arrived at the Darkhold, she was ready. They brought her directly to an audience with the high prince, as she’d expected. He had been sitting on his throne in the great hall. Dredmort, Lane, and Nineve were there, along with several guards, advisers, and servants. Gunthar had told Henry all about her peculiar abilities, and he had demanded a demonstration.

Lane had already confiscated her wand, so she would have been defenseless as a normal mage. But when he called fire against her, the flames didn’t touch her. Henry commanded him to cast several more spells, delighted every time when the magic failed to work against her. Finally, he ordered Lane to give her back her wand. Lane and Nineve cast a dozen more spells, from illusions to invisibility, walls of fire to gusts of wind, and Mira was able to cancel them all.

At that point, they knew that magic wouldn’t work on her, whether she had her wand or not. And they knew that she could use her wand to cancel spells not directed at her. But they did not know that she could perform the latter task without her wand—and keeping that secret would be paramount to her success.

“You’ve got a choice, girl,” Henry had told her once he was satisfied. “You can join my court as a mage, or you can rot in my dungeon.”

“Your Highness,” Mira had replied, taking a deep breath. This was the moment of truth; if she could play the role she’d designed for herself convincingly, then she had a fighting chance. “It would be an honor to join your court.”

“Why should we trust you?” Nineve asked. “You acted against us by helping that rabble bring the artifact to the university.”

“It was my only choice. My father, the Lord of Graystone in the far western princedom of Blacksand, banished me from his estate to go live with my mother’s people—the wayfarers. He sent armed guards to escort me on the journey and transfer me to their keeping.

“But I wanted nothing to do with the wayfarers. When I heard they were going to the university, I volunteered to join them. I was planning to enroll there when we arrived. It still wasn’t the life I had always desired, but it would have been better than perpetually wandering around the continent.”

“I don’t believe you,” Nineve replied, giving her a sly smile. “The university won’t accept wayfarers. Surely you must have known that?”

“Yes. But I had to try. I’m only half wayfarer—my father is a highborn lord. But serving as a court mage is much more to my liking. I very much want to live in a castle again.”

“Satisfied?” Henry asked Nineve.

The witch regarded Mira with her cold stare for a moment longer. “For now. But she should prove herself before we hand her the keys to the realm, so to speak.”

“Very well,” said Henry. “Your status for the present shall be that of a servant. Boy—fetch the Lady Mira the appropriate garb for a servant girl.”

His servant, clothed only in a loincloth, bowed and hurried from the hall. Mira shivered slightly; the servants she’d seen so far paraded around half-naked. But she did her best to hide her reaction. The servant returned, handing her a bundle of cloth.

“You will wear those,” Henry told her.

“Yes, Your Highness,” she said.

“Now.”

“I… but… in front of all these people?”

“Your Highness,” said Lane, “if she is going to join the court eventually, then we should spare her the indignity⁠—”

“Now!” Henry screamed.

Mortified, Mira stripped out of her clothes. She caught Dredmort looking her up and down, and quickly donned the loincloth and bandeau the servant had given her. The boy picked up her clothes and hurried off.

“You will train with Dredmort during the day,” Henry told her, “and attend court when I require you. We will allow you your wand during those times. But you are confined to your chamber at night, and you will turn over your wand before you retire every evening.

“If you behave and demonstrate loyalty to me and my princedom, then we will make you a court mage. But if you step out of line, the consequences will be severe. Understand, girl?”

“Yes, Your Highness,” she said, bowing low.

“Very well. Now get out of my sight.”

Nineve eyed her suspiciously as she left the great hall, and the witch’s doubts had not diminished at all since that first night. But Mira knew Henry was the one she had to convince. Dredmort had escorted her to her chamber after that, magically sealing her inside. Once she was sure he’d left, she collapsed on the bed and cried her eyes out.

Mira knew that she could unseal the door without her wand, but it was critical that her captors not discover that particular ability. She’d have to take extreme care to keep that a secret.

This ruse was going to be difficult and dangerous. But if she could gain Henry’s trust, then in time, she’d felt confident she would be able to find the artifact and escape with it. The only trouble was that it might well be too late.

The very next day, Dredmort had presented Henry with his first wraith. Mira had never seen or heard of such a creature before, but it was dreadful. From their conversation, Mira was able to glean that Dredmort had discovered a hidden cache of ancient texts buried in the Darkhold’s library. These had included the ritual he used to create the wraith. And though Dredmort had attempted the rite numerous times before, he’d been unable to successfully complete it—and ended up murdering each mage he tried it on.

The trouble was that he’d lacked the power necessary to perform the ritual in the way he was attempting; apparently, that would have required a sorcerer or necromancer. But Dredmort had also found a reference to an ancient artifact in some old mage’s journal—an object he could use to augment his own power by tapping into the spirit realm. And the artifact was reportedly an heirloom of the ruling family in Stanbridge.

Dredmort had continued experimenting with the rite, adapting it to his purposes, while Henry sent a spy to infiltrate Stanbridge’s court. Once they’d confirmed the presence of the artifact, they sent an army to retrieve it. And now that they finally had it, Dredmort had wasted no time in putting it to use.

But Mira still had to try to take it away from them; there was no telling what else Dredmort could do with it. Yet to accomplish that, she’d have to figure out where he was keeping it, and the only way to do that was to earn their trust and become a court mage. This was going to be a long game.

However, that very first night, something happened that made her question her plan. She’d fallen asleep after a couple of hours, but awakened to a soft rapping at her door. Startled, she sat up in bed and held her breath, waiting to hear if it happened again; it did. She slipped out of bed and moved to the door, her heart pounding now.

“Who is it?” she asked.

“Lady Mira?”

“Yes; who are you?”

“I am Cassius, but nobody else here knows me by that name—so if you report my visit, it won’t matter.”

“What do you want?”

“That depends.”

“On what?”

“Where your loyalty truly lies.”

Mira stifled a gasp; this was a trap. It had to be. “I am loyal to the high prince.”

There was no reply for a moment.

“Hello? Are you still there?” Mira asked.

“I don’t believe you. I heard some of the soldiers talking about the way you canceled Gunthar’s magic like it was child’s play the night they attacked the wayfarer camp. If you wanted to become Henry’s court mage, you could have gone with Gunthar that night. But you chose to stay with the wayfarers.”

“What do you want?” Mira repeated.

“I want to take that artifact away from them before they can create any more of those wraiths. What do you want, Lady Mira?”

Mira said nothing. She wanted the same thing, but there was no way she could admit that to this person.

“I know where they’re keeping it. But I’m no mage—I can’t get in there. You can.”

Mira wanted to believe this, but knew it had to be a trap. Nineve had sent someone to test her loyalty; she wasn’t going to fall for this. “I have no intention of helping you. And I will report your visit tonight.”

“Tell me why you fought Gunthar that night. Why did you stay with the wayfarers?”

“I… I didn’t know who he was. I didn’t want to be with the wayfarers, but we were under attack—all of us, myself included. I defended myself, as I would have done no matter the attacker.”

“You’re lying. Every highborn lord on the continent knows who Henry’s chief mages are—they’re all nervous that he’s going to restore the old kingdom.”

“Well, after it was over, I found out who it was. But I’d never seen Gunthar before—how was I supposed to know?”

There was no answer.

“Are you there?”

“You think this is a trap, don’t you?”

Mira didn’t reply.

“I’m guessing you believe that Nineve sent me to try to trick you into revealing your true intentions. But I swear, that’s not the case. I’m with the resistance. My father served Henry’s father as an adviser. But after Henry had the old prince killed and ascended to the throne, he murdered my father, along with everyone else who was loyal to the old prince.

“I managed to escape. I was only a boy, but one of Euclid’s mages found a way to get me and some of the others out of Fosland. He brought us to the university and they trained us—I became a spy.”

“They don’t train non-mages,” said Mira.

“Not openly, no. They have to maintain their appearance of neutrality, but they run a secret program to develop and place spies in key locations.

“But now that Dredmort’s got that artifact… I have to find a way to get it. And you’re the only hope I have of getting through the wizard’s spells. I need you, Lady Mira.”

Mira took a deep breath. She desperately wanted to believe this. With his knowledge and her skills, they could actually take the artifact and get it to the university. But it was too great a risk. If she agreed to this, and it was a trap, then they’d kill her for sure.

“I’m sorry. I can’t help you. Now go away—I need to get some sleep.”

There was only silence for a few more moments, but then she heard footsteps receding down the corridor. Mira went to bed, but lay awake for a long time that night. She felt like she might have let a huge opportunity slip right through her fingers. But the risk was far too great. She would have to play her long game, and in time, she would be able to discover the artifact’s location for herself.

The next day, Dredmort arrived soon after dawn. He’d brought a servant girl with him; he instructed Mira to sit down on her bed while the girl applied heavy make-up to her face.

“The high prince likes the women in his service to be pleasing to his eye,” the wizard explained with a smirk. Mira had to fight to suppress a shiver.

Once the girl was done, Dredmort brought Mira to the dining hall for some breakfast, and then down to his workshop in the cellar. She spent hours training with him; he tried to help her cast spells, but it was futile. So instead, he helped her improve her skills in countering magic.

And the entire time, Mira paid attention to her surroundings. The room was cluttered, and she figured he probably had the artifact here somewhere. But she couldn’t find it. There was a door at the far end of the room; it was closed the whole time, but maybe the artifact was in there. Mira was sure he’d keep it magically sealed if that were the case, but she could get through that protection. She realized that he might be keeping the thing tucked into the void, and didn’t know if her powers could bring it back—was that a spell she could cancel? She’d never tried. Mira decided she’d have to cross that bridge when she came to it.

That afternoon, Henry summoned her to the great hall. She took her place with Nineve and Lane, standing by the prince’s side while he held court. That evening, Dredmort had brought Henry the first wraith.

The next day, Mira spent her entire time at court. She wondered why Dredmort hadn’t brought her to his workshop for more training, but had her answer that evening when he showed up in the great hall with five more wraiths. Dredmort had been busy.

But the day after that, the wizard came to fetch her, and brought her down to his workshop for more training. And this time, Dredmort had left the inner door open. Mira tried to get a look inside when the wizard wasn’t looking. There was a table in there—empty, unlike all the surfaces in the main room. But there were also shelves on the walls, and these were cluttered with all manner of magical trinkets—crystal balls, telescopes, vials of potion. She couldn’t see the pyramid, but neither did she have a clear view of the room. There was a good chance it was in there.

“We’ll have to wrap this up here,” Dredmort said after a few hours. “But the high prince is not holding court today. If you’d like, you can stay and assist me with a special project.”

Mira’s eyes went wide. “You’re going to make another wraith?” Dredmort nodded with a wide grin. His twisted enthusiasm was revolting, but this was her chance; she knew this must be what he was using that empty table in the inner room for. “Yes, I’d like to stay,” she said, trying to sound eager.

“Very well, come with me.”

Mira followed him to the dungeon. He moved to a cell halfway down the corridor, and addressed the old witch inside.

“Today’s your lucky day, Miranda,” he said with a grin.

“No, you sick bastard—I know what you’re going to do to me!” she cried, covering her breasts with her hands and trying to shrink into the far corner.

“It is an honor to serve your prince in a way that only a select few will ever be chosen to do.”

“Honor, my ass,” she said, spitting at him. “You’re going to turn me into one of those monsters! If it’s such an honor, why don’t you do it?”

Dredmort held out his staff and a glowing sheet of energy appeared inside the cell. Miranda tried to avoid it, but it wrapped itself around her, rendering her immobile. Dredmort unsealed the door, and led them back to his workshop, the woman hovering along in front of them. He moved her into the back room and lay her flat on her back on the table.

Mira was about to look around for the artifact, but there was no need. Dredmort removed it from the top shelf and placed it on the table above the witch’s head.

“Ready?” he asked Mira.

“Y-yes,” she stammered. “What do you need me to do?”

“Just watch,” Dredmort replied.

Mira observed in terror as the wizard conducted the ritual. Miranda screamed as he began his incantation and the flames engulfed her, burning away her loincloth. Mira felt like she was going to vomit by the time Dredmort drove the dagger into the woman’s heart. When he was done, the woman rose from the table, now another of Henry’s wraiths. Mira felt overcome with dread.

Dredmort created two more that day, bringing them all to the great hall the next morning for Henry to examine. The entire affair had sickened Mira. But it was worth it: now she knew where to find the artifact. Dredmort kept the door to the inner chamber sealed, but she would have no trouble with that when the time came.

And now the only thing she needed was a way out of the castle. Walking out the front doors would not be a possibility—they were guarded at all times. But having grown up in a castle herself, she knew these buildings always had secret exits. She’d decided that she would turn her attention to finding one, and when she did, she would act.

But now they had Khaldun—and he’d entered the castle using one of the secret passages. The time for Mira to act had come. She waited, lying awake in her bed until the third bell after midnight. Then she canceled the spell sealing the door, cautiously opened it to make sure there was no one standing guard, and set off for the dungeons.


Chapter 19
Escape


The guard threw Khaldun roughly into the cell. He tripped, bashing his knee on the stone floor and hitting his head against the wall. Jumping to his feet, he tried to rush the cell door before the guard could close it, but it was too late; Lane had already sealed it shut. They’d thrown Sophia into the cell next to his.

“Let us out of here!” Khaldun shouted to Lane’s retreating back. But he departed with the guards without any reply. “Now what?” he asked Sophia.

The witch tried her cell door, but it wouldn’t budge. She examined the lock for a moment, but then threw her hands up in frustration.

“Now what is nothing. Unless you’re actually a sorcerer, and can cancel Lane’s spell without your staff.”

“I wish,” he muttered. “We’ll just have to wait—Mira will find a way to get us out of here.”

“She was the half-naked one up there by Henry?”

“Yes.”

Sophia chuckled derisively. “Wouldn’t hold my breath waiting for that. She’s working for the enemy, now!”

“No, that’s impossible. I know her—it’s got to be a ruse.”

“You saw her! She blocked my spell and told them who you were!”

“Well, yes,” Khaldun admitted. “But if I were in her shoes, I’d be doing everything I could to get them to trust me.”

Sophia shook her head. “Don’t be so naïve; nobody’s that good an actor. She moved fast to protect the high prince—and she gave you up without even flinching. Somehow, they turned her.”

“No. I can’t believe it—I won’t. You don’t know her,” Khaldun insisted. “She plotted her return to the wayfarers—to me—for years, without letting her father catch on. I bet she started planning her escape the moment they got her here. Get them to start trusting her, give her a little freedom, and then she could make her move. Find a way to grab the artifact and get out of here.”

Sophia still didn’t seem convinced. “Maybe you’re right, maybe not. But you’ll forgive me if I don’t feel like counting on it. I think our only move is to fight next time they open one of our cells. Dredmort’s probably got your staff and my wand in his workshop. So if one of us can get in there and grab them, we can release the other.”

“Wouldn’t he keep his rooms sealed shut when he’s not there?”

Sophia sighed. “Aye. That he probably would. Worth a shot, though.”

Khaldun sat down on the floor, leaning against the wall with his head in his hands. He couldn’t believe it had come to this. To be trapped in Henry’s dungeon after traveling so far—this was not how he thought this would go. He thought of using his mirror to contact Nomad, but that was in his pack, which he’d left on his horse.

At some point, Khaldun dozed off. But he awoke to the clanging of metal. Opening his eyes, he realized that Dredmort was here. He had encased Sophia in a sheet of energy and was guiding her out of her cell.

“Hey! What are you doing with her?” Dredmort moved the witch down the corridor without answering, but Khaldun thought he knew exactly what was about to happen. “NO! Don’t do it! Please!”

“Shut up, you idiot!” hissed an old man form the cell opposite his. “You keep makin’ that racket, he’ll come back and torture all of us!”

“Grow a spine, Vance,” said the woman in the next cell; Khaldun recognized her as the woman with the air of authority they’d seen when they first arrived. “If we don’t resist then we might as well curl up and die. They’ll torture us either way.”

“You shut up, too!”

Khaldun ignored them. He tried his cell door again, but it wouldn’t budge. Hurling himself against it, the only thing he accomplished was bruising his shoulder.

“Ain’t no use, boy,” Vance told him.

Khaldun opened his mouth to retort, but at that moment, he heard a blood-curdling scream. It was Sophia. Khaldun held his breath, listening for any more sounds, but he could hear nothing more for several minutes. But then there was another scream, this one ending abruptly. Khaldun recalled Dredmort plunging the dagger into Byron’s chest, and a shiver ran down his spine.

He stood at his cell door for what felt like hours, gripping the bars so tight his hands went numb, but there was nothing else to hear. He feared the worst, but waited to see if Dredmort would bring Sophia back to her cell. Finally, he heard footsteps. Dredmort moved into view, a hooded figure in black robes close behind.

“Ah, good—you’re still awake,” he said to Khaldun with a smirk. “How do you like what we’ve done with your friend?”

Dredmort stepped aside, and the hooded figure moved up to Khaldun’s cell, turning to face him. It threw back its hood, and sure enough, it was Sophia. Her skin was blackened, and her gaze was blank; she was staring straight at Khaldun, but there was no light of recognition in her eyes.

“NO!” Khaldun screamed, tears streaming down his face.

Sophia—no, she wasn’t Sophia anymore; the wraith pulled its hood over its head and shuffled back down the corridor. Khaldun sank to the floor, sobbing, as Dredmort disappeared from view. Khaldun sat there crying for several minutes, unable to get Sophia’s screams out of his mind.

“Could be worse,” Vance told him. “At least they didn’t turn you into one of them creatures.”

A shiver ran down Khaldun’s spine; he figured he would be next. And being turned into a wraith seemed a fate worse than death. He sat awake trying to think of some way out of this. The dungeon had grown quiet, but before long, he heard Vance snoring. Eventually, Khaldun’s exhaustion won out over his terror, and sleep stole him away.

But he woke to find someone shaking him by the arm. Opening his eyes, he saw Mira squatting down next to him. She cupped her hand over his mouth before he could speak.

“I don’t want to wake any of the other prisoners,” she whispered. “Let’s go.”

Khaldun got to his feet, letting her lead him by the hand out through the open cell door. His head was foggy with sleep, and it was difficult to piece things together; but the fact that Mira was rescuing him made his heart soar. He had been right.

He realized that Mira had led him to Dredmort’s workshop. The door was closed, and didn’t budge when Mira tried it. She pressed her palm against the lock for a moment, and then it lurched open; Khaldun knew she must have canceled the spell sealing it shut. They crept inside, closing the door behind them. Dredmort had kept a couple of candles lit, providing a little light.

“You saved me!” Khaldun whispered.

“Of course, I did,” she replied, grabbing his head in both hands and kissing him passionately. “You didn’t think I was going to let you rot down here, did you?”

“Well, I didn’t want to believe it, but the thought had crossed my mind… Everything you did with Henry—that was just an act?”

“Did you doubt it?”

“Well… I…”

Mira kissed him again. “Let’s talk later—we need to get the artifact!”

“I think he’s keeping it in that back room,” Khaldun told her.

“Yes, I saw it in there,” she said, heading to the door.

“But he seals it with a spell I don’t recognize,” said Khaldun.

“Doesn’t matter,” she replied, pressing her palm against the lock; it creaked open. Khaldun cringed at the noise, but Mira slipped inside, returning moments later with the black pyramid in her hand. “I was worried he would keep it tucked into the void—and I’m not sure I could have brought it back.”

“At least a few of Henry’s other mages must know void magic,” Khaldun pointed out. “But I bet he devised his own spell to seal that door—nobody but him would be able to get through that.”

“Except me, and I was very careful to hide the fact that I don’t need a wand to cancel magic,” Mira replied. “Now we have to find a way out of this castle!”

“We can use the secret tunnel I took when we came here, but hold on,” Khaldun replied, spotting his staff in the far corner of the main room. He hurried over to grab it. “What about your wand? I don’t see it…”

“Forget it—I don’t need it! I only used it to fool them!”

“Yes, but it would be best to keep up that part of your ruse.”

They spent a few moments searching for it, and finally found her wand on one of the tables.

“You’ll need clothes, too,” Khaldun said, eyeing her head to foot.

“We’re running for our lives and you’re worried about my modesty?”

“If we want to make it to the university, we need to avoid attracting notice—and that’s going to be impossible with you dressed like this!”

“Ugh,” Mira said.

They hunted around the room some more, and found a bundle underneath a desk. Mira held it up and shook it out—the fabric was covered with dust, but they were witch’s robes. She threw them on over her clothing. They were a little small, coming down only to midcalf.

“It’ll have to do,” Khaldun said.

He led the way out of the room, staff at the ready. They crept through the corridor and into the storage room. The door to the secret tunnel was sealed but Mira canceled the spell. But once they’d passed through it, they stopped short at the sight before them. Someone had blasted the ceiling and walls of the stairway, blocking the way with an enormous pile of rubble.

“Uh-oh,” said Mira.

“Hold on,” Khaldun replied, moving up close to the debris. Holding out his staff, he called fire, creating a small flame at the top of the rubble. Standing on his tip-toes, he peered down the shaft, but it was blocked as far down as he could see. “It’s no good—the whole thing is obstructed. Even if I call air to remove this rubble, there are five more stairways beyond—they’ve probably blocked them all.”

“We’ll have to try getting out the front doors,” Mira suggested, her tone not remotely confident.

“There’s at least one more secret tunnel,” Khaldun told her. “I know one of them comes out in the basement of a temple somewhere out in the city, but they didn’t tell me where the access point is inside the castle.”

“It could be down here somewhere,” Mira suggested. But they looked around the storage room and back in the corridor, and couldn’t find any other doors or passageways. “Well, make us invisible, and let’s see what the front entry looks like.”

Khaldun nodded. Holding out his staff, he cast the spell to hide them from view. “Come on.”

They headed up to the main level and moved as quietly as possible across the central atrium. But it was no good—there were guards stationed at both ends of the entry hall and the doors were closed. Khaldun thought of trying the spell to suffocate the guard, but these men were all awake and alert and he could only take out one at a time that way.

Mira grabbed him by the arm, leading him back across the atrium to one of the side corridors. But at that moment, a wraith moved into view at the opposite end of the hall. Khaldun backpedaled, pulling Mira along with him and searching for somewhere to hide. But it was too late—the wraith was emerging from the corridor. They pressed themselves flat against the wall. Dredmort had claimed these creatures were as powerful as sorcerers—did that mean they could detect magic as well? If this one sensed their invisibility spell…

The wraith was walking past them; Khaldun held his breath. But suddenly the creature stopped, turning its head toward them, and then sweeping its gaze across the atrium. Khaldun realized that it was smelling the air as if it had caught their scent.

Slowly it moved closer to them, swaying slowly side to side, sniffing as it went. Mira squeezed his hand, her grip like a vise. Holding up his staff, Khaldun mouthed the incantation for an illusion. Suddenly a cat appeared by the entry hall, meowing loudly. The wraith snapped its head around, turning its attention to the animal. Khaldun and Mira edged silently along the wall, putting more distance between them and the creature. He focused on the cat, moving it quickly toward the wraith. His spell work was horrible—the cat’s gait didn’t match its movement; he hoped the wraith wouldn’t notice. As the cat reached the monster, it threw out its hand. Something invisible hit the illusion, knocking it across the floor toward the entry hall.

Khaldun and Mira froze; they were huddled in the far corner of the room now. The wraith sniffed the air again, then continued its progress across the atrium and into the opposite corridor. Khaldun breathed a quiet sigh of relief; apparently, the wraiths could not sense magic like a sorcerer.

Mira led him into the hallway where they’d first seen the wraith. At the far end they came to the kitchens. They searched the area, but found no hidden passages. They moved back out to the atrium and then into the great hall. Together, they checked behind the tapestries and paintings hanging from the walls, as well as the area behind the dais, but still couldn’t find another way out.

“This is useless,” Mira whispered with a sigh. “There’s nothing here.”

“Somewhere in this castle is at least one more secret exit,” said Khaldun. “And we’ve got to find it before someone discovers us. Where else could it be?”

But suddenly, Khaldun realized that someone had entered the chamber. It was Henry’s servant boy, standing by the doors.

“Lady Mira?” he asked in a loud whisper. “Is that you?”

Mira gasped, grabbing Khaldun’s arm; he was sure the noise was loud enough for the boy to hear. They stood perfectly still as the servant moved across the room toward them.

“I found the door to your chamber ajar,” the boy whispered. “I know you’re out here somewhere. I want to help you—I’m Cassius. Please, talk to me and allow me to assist you!”

“I’m here!” Mira whispered.

Khaldun cupped her mouth with one hand. “What are you doing?!” he hissed into her ear.

But Mira pulled his hand away from her mouth. “Make us visible! He’s with the resistance! But be ready with your staff in case this is a trap!”

Khaldun stared at her for a moment, reluctant to trust this boy. But before he could act, Mira stomped her foot in frustration, then held out her hand and canceled his spell. The boy’s eyes went wide as he caught sight of them.

“Cassius!” Mira whispered, hurrying over to him. Khaldun followed her, staff at the ready. “I had no idea it was you! We’ve got the artifact—but we have to get out of here. They’ve sealed off the tunnel leading out through the storage room and we can’t find another way. Can you help us?”

“Yes, I can,” he said. “Follow me!”

“Wait,” said Khaldun. “Why should we trust him?” he asked Mira. “How do you know he’s with the resistance?”

“I don’t,” Mira replied. “I’m taking a leap of faith. If he leads us astray then go ahead and roast him!”

The boy stared at her and gulped.

“All right,” said Khaldun. “We don’t seem to have any other option. I’ll make us invisible—stay close together.”

He cast the spell, and Cassius led them out of the great hall. They moved up to the second level and into the library at the end of the corridor. Cassius strode to the far end of the room, grabbed a section of the bookcase, and slid it away from the wall. Behind was an opening just big enough for a man to pass. Khaldun and Mira followed him into it, and the boy shut the bookcase behind them. It was utterly dark here; Khaldun called a flame to provide some light, and spotted a narrow stone stairway leading down.

“These steps will take you to an underground tunnel,” Cassius told them. “Follow that all the way to the end and you’ll come out in the cellar of the temple in the middle of the city. There shouldn’t be anyone in there at this hour, so you should be able to get out with no problem.”

“Thank you,” said Mira. “Will you come with us?”

“No, my lady, my duty is here. Will you take the artifact to the university?”

“Yes, definitely,” said Mira; Khaldun nodded in agreement.

“I must ask if you can make but one stop on your way out of the city,” said Cassius. “I have vital information to report to my university liaison, but it is days yet before our next supply run, and if I am found to be missing, they would execute me upon my return.”

“What is it?” asked Mira.

“Henry is plotting an invasion of Oxcart. I only found out this past evening, but their army will be moving out tomorrow. My handler has a mirror that is paired with one in Enigma’s possession—he can get word to him immediately.”

“But the university won’t interfere,” said Khaldun. “They didn’t even attempt to prevent the takeover of Roses, and that lies on their southern border.”

“Perhaps not directly, but Enigma can send an independent operative to the region,” Cassius replied. “But if you carry the news to him yourself, it will be too late.”

“We should split up,” Mira said to Khaldun. “You go directly to Oxcart and warn them—assist them in the battle. I’ll take the artifact to the university.”

“What? But why—Oxcart isn’t that important in the grand scheme of things. Surely getting the artifact to the university is more urgent. And I do not intend to send you off into the wild alone. We should go together!”

“Oxcart matters more than you know,” Cassius told them. “Henry’s coffers are empty; he’s overextended himself occupying the princedoms he’s taken so far. He needs them to fund his military.”

“But I don’t understand,” said Khaldun. “Oxcart possesses no wealth; Bichon’s castle is no bigger than most minor holdings.”

“It makes no sense to me, either,” Cassius replied. “But that’s what Henry told his advisers. Perhaps he knows something that we don’t?”

“Yes, he does—I’ll explain later,” Mira added to Khaldun. “Somehow we have to get the artifact to Enigma and warn Oxcart.”

“Talk to my liaison,” Cassius suggested. “Perhaps he could take care of the artifact, freeing the two of you to assist Oxcart.”

Mira nodded. “That would work. Where do we find him?”

“His name is Isaac, but he works undercover as a baker named Salisbury. His shop is only a couple blocks from the temple, to the south. He lives on the top floor of the building.”

“Perfect,” said Mira. “Thank you, Cassius.”

The boy nodded. “Good luck, both of you.”

Slowly opening the bookcase again, he peered through the opening before slipping back into the library, closing the door behind him.

“Shall we?” said Mira, nodding toward the steps.

“Yes, but tell me how you knew about Cassius.”

They started out down the stairs, Khaldun first to light their way. Mira explained how the boy had come to her door late at night and related his story.

“I would have guessed that to be a trap as well,” Khaldun said when she was done. “But Enigma did tell me they had a spy here.”

“I’m a little surprised they haven’t blocked this tunnel, too,” said Mira.

“Even Henry would want to leave at least one emergency exit,” Khaldun replied. “But we need to be wary—they may have guards posted down here. Now, tell me how conquering Oxcart is going to help finance Henry’s military.”

“Oh,” said Mira. “Do you remember that night when I stayed at the castle with the prince’s son, Phillip?”

“How could I forget?” Khaldun muttered.

“Yes, well, I wasn’t entirely truthful when I told you about that. Phillip gave me a tour of the castle. But they’re hiding a big secret there. Khaldun, they’ve got an entire gold mine underneath the building. Bichon’s father started an excavation to build an addition on the rear section and discovered a massive gold-bearing quartz vein in the underlying rock. Over the years, they’ve uncovered dozens of veins. There’s enough gold down there to fund their entire princedom for generations!”

“You’re joking! Their castle is plain and his army is small, their equipment basic. If Bichon possesses so much wealth, then what is he doing with it?”

“Hoarding it, primarily,” said Mira. “Phillip told me that his father insists on keeping it a secret to avoid making themselves an attractive target for someone like Henry. They use some of it to purchase iron ore from a princedom in Shifar. Then they use the iron to trade with their neighbors in Maeda. That way, the other princedoms don’t know about their gold, and if anyone ever catches wind of their mining operation, they’ll assume it’s the iron ore they’re pulling out of the ground.”

“And if Henry does sack their princedom, then he’ll gain access to that gold.”

“Precisely. And there’s more than enough there to finance his takeover of the entire kingdom. We’ve got to do everything we can to prevent him from getting control of it!”

“But how did Henry find out about it if they’re keeping it so secret?” asked Khaldun.

“That’s a good question; I’m afraid I don’t know,” Mira replied. “They could have planted a spy there. And they have people working in the mines; Phillip told me that they live in a separate settlement and aren’t allowed to interact with the villagers, but who knows. Any one of them could have let something slip somewhere.”

Khaldun considered this for a moment. “Well, this explains why Phillip was willing to marry a landless wayfarer girl. They already possess all the wealth in the world; what more could they need?”

“Yes, exactly,” Mira agreed.

They continued in silence. Several minutes later, they came to the bottom of the steps and proceeded through a narrow tunnel. The floor was dirt, and they found several piles of animal remains. Something had been hunting rodents and eating them down here. Khaldun was thankful they did not meet the predator.

Finally the end of the tunnel came into view. Khaldun reinforced their invisibility spell, and prepared to call fire if they encountered any guards, but the way was clear. There was a wooden door; Khaldun tried opening it, but it was sealed. Mira canceled the spell, and they pushed it open slightly, peering through the crack.

There was only a cellar beyond, cluttered with junk. Khaldun pushed the door wide; it creaked on its hinges. And as they walked into the cellar, a voice cried out, “Who’s there? Show yourselves!”


Chapter 20
Fugitives


Khaldun spotted two guards who had been hidden from view by the clutter. The one who spoke had just stepped out from behind an armoire; he was brandishing his sword, nervously looking toward the door to see who had opened it. Another was across the room by the steps. The one by the steps turned to run up to the main level. Khaldun called fire, incinerating him from within; the man screamed for a moment until the flames consumed him and his charred corpse toppled to the cellar floor.

The other soldier lunged toward Khaldun, stabbing blindly with his sword. Mira grabbed Khaldun and yanked him out of the way in the nick of time. Khaldun recovered his balance, then called fire again, killing the second soldier.

“Thanks for that,” he told Mira with a grin.

They hurried across the cellar and rushed up the steps, slowing as they neared the top. Taking in their surroundings, Khaldun saw that they were in a long corridor. Mira followed him into the nave; thankfully, there was no one within. There were vaulted ceilings and stained-glass windows, a large altar at the front, and rows of benches facing that. They hurried to the main doors at the rear of the chamber, but peering through the windows to the street, they saw at least a dozen more soldiers stationed outside.

“Shit, now what?” asked Khaldun.

“There must be a rear exit,” said Mira. “Come on!”

They hurried back across the nave, and into the rear corridor. Sure enough, they found a service entrance leading to a back alley. They stepped outside, moving up toward the street. But peering around the corner, Khaldun saw that there were quite a few more soldiers moving about here.

“We’ve got to get across the road if we want to go south,” he whispered to Mira. “But doing it here would be dangerous—if someone bumps into us, we’re in trouble.”

“What’s our alternative?”

Khaldun scanned the area behind her; it ended at a fence. “Come on,” he said, running to the end of the alley.

Khaldun climbed the fence. From the top, he had a clear view of the Darkhold, several blocks away at the top of the hill. The front of the next building was three stories high, but the rear section was only a single floor. They could reach that from the fence.

“We can cut across to the next alley from up here,” he said to Mira.

She climbed up behind him, and they clambered onto the adjacent rooftop. Hurrying across that, they skidded to a halt just before its end. But at that moment, a trumpet blast emanated from the Darkhold.

Staring up at the castle, Khaldun watched as they lowered the drawbridge over the moat and opened the gate. The trumpet blared again, but this was quickly drowned out by a shrieking noise that sent a chill down Khaldun’s spine. He watched in terror as Dredmort, Nineve, and Lane crossed the drawbridge, followed by half a dozen wraiths, all on horseback.

“We’ve got to hurry,” said Mira, sitting down with her legs dangling over the edge. Turning, she grasped the roof with both hands and lowered herself down, dangling by her fingertips for a moment before dropping to the alley below.

Khaldun followed her down, and they crept up to the main road; he led the way across and they ducked into the closest alley. Gazing back up the road, he didn’t see any sign that the soldiers had noticed their passage. But looking the other way, he spotted Dredmort and two of the wraiths approaching their position. The wizard was casting spells into every alley they passed to cancel invisibility.

“We’ve got a problem,” said Khaldun.

“We sure do,” Mira agreed, following his gaze.

They hurried to the far end of the alley; there was a gate, but that was locked. Khaldun realized there was a gap between the fence and the building. He guided Mira through that, then turned and cast the spell to cover their trail. A light breeze blew sparks up the alley as Khaldun slipped through the gap. Peering back through the opening, he saw Dredmort ride past with his wraiths, casting his spell up the alley they’d just vacated.

“That was close,” he whispered, gazing around the area. They were behind the building now, and there was a space between it and the adjacent structure barely wide enough for them to pass. They shuffled along until they reached the next alley. “Come on!”

Khaldun led them over to the next street. He could see Nineve—she was already farther down this road. They crossed two more blocks this way, finally reaching a road with a bakery. There was a sign hanging over the door that read “Salisbury Bread.”

“That’s it,” Khaldun said, pointing it out to Mira.

There wasn’t anyone on this road. They hurried over to the bakery, but the door was locked. Khaldun tried knocking, but there didn’t appear to be anyone inside.

“We have to move!” said Mira.

Looking up the street, he spotted Lane moving into view with two wraiths. Like Dredmort, he was casting cancelation spells up every alley he passed.

“Crap, now what?” said Khaldun.

“Into the alley,” Mira told him. “There should be a rear entry.”

They hurried around the corner, and sure enough, there was an entry on the side of the building. But this was locked too. Khaldun pounded on the door, but there was no answer.

“Forget it, let’s go!” said Mira, heading toward the end of the alley. But there was a brick wall here instead of a fence, and it rose two stories high. They could find no way to climb it. “Shit!”

Suddenly, the side door opened. An old man poked his head out, looking both ways, but seeing nothing, was about to close the door again.

“Wait!” hissed Khaldun.

The old man poked his head out again; Khaldun and Mira ran over to him.

“We have urgent business with Isaac—is he here?” Mira asked.

“Quick, get inside,” the old man said, his eyes not quite meeting their invisible ones.

Khaldun and Mira ducked inside and the man quickly closed the door behind them. Through the front window, Khaldun could see Lane and his wraiths moving past the edge of the building.

“Now, who are you?” the old man said, pointing a wand at them and canceling their invisibility.

“I am the Lady Mira Grisham of Graystone in the princedom of Blacksand and this is Khaldun of the wayfarer troupe. Are you Isaac?”

“Nobody in this city knows me by that name. How did you find me?”

“Cassius told us about you,” Mira told him. “He said you can contact Enigma?”

“Maybe I can, but one does not disturb a sorcerer without good reason.”

Mira told him about the artifact and what they’d learned from Cassius. But suddenly the old man looked beyond her, his eyes opening wide in fear, and there was a scream somewhere outside.

“You’ve got to hide,” he told them. “Quickly, this way.”

He opened a door, and Khaldun saw steps leading down.

“In the basement?” he asked skeptically.

“No,” Isaac replied, reaching in and sliding open a section of the wall alongside the steps. “In there.”

There was a small gap in the wall, not large enough to call a closet. Khaldun climbed in, Mira right behind him, and the wizard slid the door shut again. The basement door slammed shut, and the next instant, there was a pounding on the front door.

“Make yourselves invisible again!” the wizard hissed before shuffling off.

Khaldun was pressed tight between the walls on three sides and Mira’s body on the fourth, but his staff was firmly in his grasp. He whispered the incantation to hide them from view.

Moments later, Khaldun heard the front door opening.

“Yes, how can I help you, master wizard, sir?” Isaac’s voice said.

“You’re Salisbury?” It sounded like Dredmort.

“Yes, that would be me.”

Isaac made a grunting noise and Khaldun heard heavy footsteps walking on the floor.

“We’re searching for a couple of young wayfarers—a man and a woman. The man may be carrying a staff. We have ah, reports of them passing along this street; have you seen them?”

“Ain’t seen no one yet today,” Isaac said with a cough. “Don’t open for business for another couple of hours. My apprentice ain’t even arrived yet.”

“I’m sure you won’t mind if we have a look around?”

Dredmort’s footfalls continued before the old man had replied.

“Be my guest, sir.”

Dredmort walked past the basement entry and continued into the rear of the bakery. Khaldun heard him recite the spell to cancel invisibility, then heard the rear door opening. Dredmort’s footfalls returned, and then the basement door opened. Khaldun held his breath as he listened to Dredmort descend the steps into the cellar. He called out the spell to remove invisibility again before climbing back up the steps.

“If you do see a couple of wayfarers passing this way, you will make sure to notify us, won’t you?” Dredmort said. “Otherwise it would be a shame if we had to close down this establishment.”

“Yes, of course, master wizard, sir. Any wayfarers come around, I’ll report to the guards right away, sir.”

Khaldun heard more footfalls, then the sound of the front door slamming shut. But just to be sure, they stayed put until Isaac came and slid open the sliding door again.

“All right, the coast is clear. Come on out, and make yourselves visible—I hate talking to empty air.”

They stepped out of the hiding space, and back into the bakery.

“Wait here a moment. I need to run upstairs.”

The wizard disappeared into a rear hallway, and they heard his footsteps moving up a set of steps, and then across the ceiling above them. He returned a minute later holding a small mirror, similar to the one Khaldun used to communicate with Nomad.

“Enigma, are you there?” Isaac said, staring into the glass. “This is Isaac—I have urgent news.”

A few moments later, the sorcerer’s face appeared in the mirror. “Isaac. I wasn’t expecting to hear from you for a few more days yet.”

“I’m sorry to disturb you, sir, but this couldn’t wait.” He gave the sorcerer the information Cassius had provided. Enigma took a deep breath, considering the situation for a moment. “Nobody I can send would get there in time.”

“Sir, this is Khaldun,” he said; Isaac handed him the mirror. “Sophia and I managed to get inside the Darkhold. They took us prisoner… Dredmort was using the artifact to create wraiths… and he turned Sophia into one.”

Enigma closed his eyes, letting out a long sigh. “I am sorry to hear it. Go on.”

“Mira got me out of the dungeon, and we’ve got the artifact. We want to bring it to you straightaway, but we also need to warn Bichon and assist him in the battle…”

“If I leave now, I could beat Henry’s army to Oxcart,” said Isaac.

“I’m reluctant to expose your true identity,” Enigma replied. “And without you, we have no liaison for Cassius.”

“Mira and I can go to Oxcart,” said Khaldun. “Isaac is stronger than either of us, but I can speak to Nomad. He may be able to join us.”

“If Badru approves,” Enigma replied with a nod. “Isaac, can you bring the artifact here?”

“Aye,” the wizard said. “I’ll have my apprentice run the shop while I’m gone. He can tell anyone who inquires after me that I’ve gone to see my ailing mother in Stiles.”

“Very well,” said Enigma. “Safe journeys, all of you.” The sorcerer vanished from the mirror.

“All right, come with me,” said the wizard.

Isaac led them into the basement. Waving his wand, he cast a spell to cancel illusion, and suddenly a steel door appeared in the rear wall. He spoke another incantation, unsealing it, and then opening it wide. “You two wait for me in here. I’ll join you as soon as my apprentice gets here.”

Khaldun and Mira walked through the door to find themselves standing in a sewer tunnel. Isaac closed the door behind them. There was a channel in the ground, with water flowing through it; they were standing on a stone walkway that ran alongside it. Only a few minutes later, the door opened again, and Isaac stepped through it.

“Off we go, then,” he said setting out along the walkway. “We’ll come out beyond the city wall, just to the north of the castle. You two would be best served to loop around to the east, and travel along the plain below the city to avoid going through it. Gonna be a long walk for all three of us, but with them searching for you, we can’t risk stopping at the stables.”

“Sophia and I left our horses outside the postern gate on our way into the castle,” Khaldun told him. “If they’re still there, you’re welcome to take one.”

“Aye, we can check,” Isaac replied. “Sure would make things easier.”

They continued along in silence for several minutes. Isaac led them along a winding course beneath the city, finally reaching a gate, with a view of the countryside to the north. The gate was locked, but Isaac produced a key and opened it for them, closing and locking it again once they’d gone through.

Isaac made the three of them invisible, and they continued on foot up to the road, then headed east. Before long, they reached a fork and took the branch leading down to the plain. And as they approached the outcropping with the hidden cave, Khaldun spotted the horses right where they’d left them. They whinnied as the humans approached.

“They’re going to need food and water,” Khaldun noted, canceling the spell holding their reins to the ground. “But they seem to be all right.”

“There’s a stream by the south end of the city,” Isaac told them. “Fill your canteens and water your animal there. Once you get beyond that, the country grows less arid. You’ll find some grass for him before long.”

Mira produced the artifact and handed it to the wizard. He held it in one palm, using his other hand to wave his wand and push the pyramid into the void.

“Isaac, there’s a young girl who just enrolled at the university,” Khaldun told him. “Her name is Janelle and, well… Sophia was her aunt, and the only family she had left in the world. Could you find her while you’re there and give her the news?”

Isaac nodded. “I’ll do my best.”

“Thank you,” said Khaldun. “It would mean a lot to me.”

“All right, then,” he said, shaking their hands in turn. “Good luck.”

“You, too,” Mira told him as he mounted his horse and headed back up toward the main road. He and his horse disappeared from view as his invisibility spell moved beyond Khaldun and Mira. Khaldun cast his own spell to hide them from view again. He climbed onto their horse, Mira right behind him, and they rode south, the Darkhold towering ominously above them.

They reached the stream a little south of the city as the sun cracked the eastern horizon. Khaldun filled their canteens and Mira brought their horse to the water to drink. The country did indeed grow less arid as they progressed southward and before long they found a grassy field. They dismounted and let the horse graze for a while. Khaldun dug the mirror out of his pack and contacted Nomad, updating him on everything that had happened.

“Mira and I are heading to Oxcart to warn the prince,” he concluded. “And we were hoping that maybe you could go, too, and help in the battle against Fosland. I’m not too confident that the two of us can repel those wraiths.”

“I’ll speak to Badru,” he told him. “He won’t like it, but we’ve reached a holding in Stoutwall. The troupe should be safe here; I may be able to persuade him.”

Khaldun and Mira continued southward, reaching the Oxcart road before too much longer. There wasn’t much traffic, but Khaldun kept their invisibility spell in place and they kept to the grassy shoulder to avoid kicking up any dust.

A little after nightfall, they found a meadow set back from the road and made camp. Khaldun tethered the horse to a tree and set up the tent. They didn’t risk a fire; Khaldun’s spell would hide the flames from view, but someone could still spot the smoke against the sky as it rose above his protection. They lay on the ground for a while, holding hands and gazing up at the stars.

“You had me so worried,” Khaldun told her. “I thought for a moment that you’d turned when you were working for Henry. I was devastated.”

“Never. I told you I’ve made my choice, and the troupe is where I want to be. With you.”

Mira propped herself up on one elbow and kissed him. After a while, she crawled into the tent to get some sleep while Khaldun kept the first watch. He woke her a few hours later, and she relieved him. Khaldun fell asleep the moment he hit the bedroll.

For the next two days, they rode from dawn to dusk without any trouble. But Khaldun woke the third morning to Mira shaking him frantically.

“Huh? What’s wrong?” he said, sitting up with a start.

“Come and see!” she whispered.

Khaldun climbed out of the tent with her, getting to his feet and gazing up the road. His heart almost stopped at the sight before him. An entire army was moving into view, Dredmort, Nineve, and several wraiths at its head.

“They must have marched overnight,” said Khaldun.

“Must be—it’s the only way they can take their wraiths with them,” Mira replied.

“What? Why?”

“I heard Henry say that they hate the sun. It’s nearly dawn, so they’ll have to go into hiding somewhere soon.”

“That’s good to know,” said Khaldun. “But we’ve got to get moving!”

“But they can’t see us, can they?”

“No but if they get past us, we’ll have a tough time getting around them and beating them to Oxcart.”

Khaldun hurriedly packed up their gear. They mounted the horse and took off, sticking to the grassy shoulder, only a hundred yards ahead of the army. Thankfully, that many men didn’t move very fast, so once they’d increased their lead, they risked a gallop for several minutes. Slowing down and gazing behind them, it became apparent that the Foslanders had halted and were setting up camp for the day.

“That was much too close for comfort,” said Mira.

“Agreed. But we’ve got to hurry. That army is now within a day’s march of Oxcart.”


Chapter 21
Bracing for the Storm


Khaldun and Mira reached the border a few hours later. There was a company of Oxcart soldiers stationed on the other side of the line, and they’d barricaded the road. Khaldun had urged their horse to a gallop when they’d spotted the boundary, and their guards must have seen the dirt the animal was kicking up from the road. Though they were still invisible, the soldiers cried out an order to halt as they approached. Khaldun reined in the horse, removing their spell of invisibility.

“Who are you and what is your business in Oxcart?” one of the guards demanded.

“I am Khaldun of the wayfarer troupe, and this is Lady Mira of Blacksand. We have urgent business with Prince Bichon—please allow us to pass!”

“I’m afraid not,” the soldier replied. “We have strict orders not to allow anyone through but our own citizens.”

“You don’t understand—Henry is sending an army to invade and conquer your princedom!” Khaldun told him. “They’ll be here today—we must warn your prince!”

Another soldier came over to see what was going on. Khaldun recognized him as Captain Westmore. “What’s the problem, soldier?” he asked.

The guard started to reply, but Khaldun spoke over him. “There’s a Foslander army on its way here to sack your princedom! We have to get word to Bichon!”

“Very well,” Westmore replied. “I’ll send a rider to the castle immediately.”

“Will you let us accompany him?” asked Khaldun.

“Can’t do it. We have strict orders not to let anyone cross the border,” Westmore told him apologetically.

“Sir, I’m afraid you’re not comprehending your peril,” Mira told him. “Henry has sent Dredmort and Nineve with his army, along with at least half a dozen wraiths. Your prince no longer has his wizard; we’re both mages. You must let us through to assist in the defense—it’s the only chance you have to survive!”

Westmore considered her words for a moment. “Very well,” he said finally. “Let them through.”

“But sir,” the soldier objected. “Our orders⁠—”

“I’ll escort them to the castle myself and take full responsibility for the decision,” Westmore told him. “Now let them pass!”

The soldiers cleared the barricades, moving them back in place once Khaldun and Mira had passed. Westmore hurried into their camp, returning moments later with his horse. He mounted and said, “Follow me!”

They rode as fast as they could, but it took several hours to reach Oxcart Town. The villagers hurried out of their way as they made their way down the road. They reached the castle to find the drawbridge raised. Westmore called out to the guards on duty and they lowered the bridge and raised the gate. They followed him into the courtyard. Leaving their horses with a stable boy, they ran into the keep.

The guards stationed at the doors allowed them to enter the great hall, but there was nobody inside. Westmore sent one of them to find the prince. Only minutes later, Bichon and Phillip arrived, taking seats behind the head table.

“What is going on here, Westmore?” the prince demanded, eyeing Khaldun and Mira. “And why have you allowed these two to enter our land? Were my orders not clear?”

“I apologize, Your Highness,” Westmore said with a bow. “But they came here to warn us that there is a Foslander army on its way here to attempt a takeover of our princedom!”

Phillip looked alarmed at this news, but Bichon remained calm. “You could have relayed this news yourself,” he noted.

“Yes, Your Highness, but⁠—”

“Prince Bichon, Nineve and Dredmort himself ride at the head of the invading force,” Mira told him. “And they bring at least half a dozen wraiths! You no longer have a wizard, so Khaldun and I came here to help you defend against the Foslanders!”

“Wraiths?” said Bichon, narrowing his eyes suspiciously.

“They are creatures of necromancy, with no free will of their own,” Mira told him. “Henry was collecting so many mages only so Dredmort could turn them into wraiths. They can cast spells without a wand or staff, and are impervious to magic.”

“How has he come to be in the possession of such monsters?”

“He captured me and the artifact on our way to the university,” Mira told him.

Bichon cried out in dismay. “How could you let this happen?” he demanded.

“We have since managed to retake the dreaded object and send it to be destroyed,” Mira said, “And when we learned of the threat to your princedom, we rode straight here to warn you and assist!”

“But why would Henry have any interest in Oxcart?” said Bichon. “We have no strategic value!”

“He has overstretched his resources occupying the other princedoms,” Mira told him. “But with Oxcart in the fold, he will be able to fund his military indefinitely.” Bichon seemed taken aback, opening his mouth to say something, but then closing it again. “Your Highness, we know about your gold, and Henry must have found out as well.”

“What?” Bichon cried, getting to his feet. “How do you know about that?”

Mira turned her gaze to Phillip; Bichon noticed and rounded on his son. “What have you done? You revealed our secret to this wayfarer girl?”

Phillip seemed to wither under his father’s gaze, unable to look him in the eye.

“Your Highness, he was merely attempting to impress me to make his marriage offer more attractive,” Mira told him.

“And you betrayed our secret to Henry?!”

“No, Your Highness! I most certainly did not! I don’t know how he found out, but I assure you, it was not from me!”

“Whom else did you tell?” Bichon demanded of his son.

Phillip squirmed in his chair for a moment. “I showed Lady Wanda the mines,” he admitted finally. “But I can’t believe she would have betrayed⁠—”

“You fool! If the Foslanders conquer us today, it’s on your head!”

“Who’s Lady Wanda?” Khaldun said quietly to Mira, but the prince heard him.

“She is the daughter of the Lord Watson of the Meadowlands,” Bichon said.

“The Meadowlands?” Mira replied incredulously. “But that’s a holding in southern Fosland!”

“Indeed it is,” said Bichon. “They visited here not too long ago to negotiate a trade agreement on Henry’s behalf. And it seems my idiot son all but gave them the keys to the princedom. Were you trying to use our wealth to woo Wanda as well?” he asked Phillip.

“I… uh… Apologies, Father…”

“Westmore,” Bichon said, shaking his head. “Send messengers—recall our forces from the borders. Immediately!”

“Yes, my prince,” the captain said, bowing before turning and hurrying out of the great hall.

“Your Highness, Henry stole plans from the university for all of the castles in the region,” Khaldun told him. “Including this one. And those plans show the secret passages leading into the building. You should have those sealed off before the Foslanders arrive.”

“What?” the prince demanded. “The university had plans to my castle?”

“It is my understanding that the original builders would have submitted them to their library⁠—”

“Very well,” Bichon said, throwing his arms up in frustration. “Phillip, do something useful and arrange for those entries to be demolished.”

“Yes, Father, but our engineers are with the company on the southern border—we’ll have to wait until they arrive.”

“We can help,” Khaldun told him. “There’s no need to wait.”

Phillip nodded.

“Do you know what the timing of the Foslanders’ invasion will be?” Bichon asked.

“When we encountered them, they were setting up camp within a day’s march from here,” Mira told him.

Bichon nodded. “And how large is their force?”

“Roughly the same size as the one that marched here from Stanbridge,” said Mira. “Perhaps a little larger.”

“A little over two thousand men, then; our numbers will be equal. We will take up position north of the town and meet them on the field.”

“But Your Highness,” said Mira. “With their mages and wraiths, they’re sure to overwhelm you. It would be better to retreat within the castle walls⁠—”

“Will the two of you assist us against their mages?” asked Bichon.

“Yes, that’s why we’re here,” Mira replied. “But that’s Dredmort they’ve got with them, in addition to Nineve. Khaldun and I are no match for them, never mind their wraiths. But fighting from the castle walls, we’ll have far better odds⁠—”

“No. I will not sacrifice the villagers to them so easily. We will stand and fight in the field. Seal off those entries and then prepare for battle.”

Bichon turned and strode out of the great hall. Phillip led Khaldun and Mira into the keep. “Well, I sure do feel stupid,” he confided.

“As well you should, I’m sorry to say,” Mira replied.

“Wanda told me they hated Henry and that her father wanted to secede from his princedom. I suggested that we could make them part of Oxcart; I thought I could trust her!” Phillip told them. “Anyway, I’ve never understood the point of possessing so much wealth if we’re not going to use it! We could have raised an army ten times larger to protect against Henry’s aggression!”

“And doing so would likely have made you an attractive target long before now,” Mira told him. “No use crying over spilt milk at this point.”

Phillip led them to the rear of the keep, and down a long stairway into the cellar. Opening a wooden door at the rear of that area, he revealed a tunnel leading farther down.

“This used to be nothing more than the escape tunnel,” Phillip told them as they headed into it. At its end they found an open pit with several more passages branching out from it. “Those four lead to the active mining areas. This last one goes to the settlement out behind the castle grounds where the miners live; it was the original hidden exit. Let’s make sure there aren’t any stragglers out there.”

Khaldun and Mira followed him through the passage. It ended at a steel gate in the side of a low ridge. Beyond that, they found a group of shabby wooden structures. Phillip checked them all, but there was nobody here. They moved back inside to the open pit. Calling earth, Khaldun collapsed the tunnel at several points along its length, making it impassable.

Phillip led them back inside the keep, and up to the prince’s suite on the top floor. In the back of a closet was a section of wall that overlapped with another, a small gap between them. Moving through that space, they reached a narrow staircase leading downward quite steeply. Khaldun and Mira followed Phillip to the bottom of that where they found a dark tunnel. Khaldun called fire, creating a small flame to illuminate the area.

“This passes beneath the castle and leads into a hidden subbasement beneath the tavern in town,” Phillip told them.

“We shouldn’t collapse this area,” Khaldun told him. “It could damage the castle.”

Phillip nodded, leading them far into the passage until they reached a ninety-degree turn. “We’re beyond the castle walls here,” he told them.

Khaldun rounded the corner, moving another fifty paces along the tunnel, then he went to work. He called earth, demolishing the ceiling and walls at several different spots as he retreated toward the others. When he was done, the tunnel beyond the castle was completely blocked.

“Where else?” Khaldun asked.

“Those are the only two escape passages,” Phillip replied.

“Are you sure?” asked Mira. “Most castles have more than that.”

“The building is small,” Phillip replied with a shrug. “We don’t know of any others.”

“That’s the best we can do, then,” said Khaldun. “Let’s hope there isn’t a third in the plans Henry stole from the university.”

They returned to the prince’s chambers, and back down to the main level. Exiting into the courtyard, they found soldiers busily preparing for the coming battle.

“Let me go don my armor, then I’ll meet you back here and escort you to the front lines,” Phillip told them before hurrying back inside.

“We should check in with Nomad while we’re waiting,” Khaldun said to Mira.

They found their horse in the stables, and Khaldun dug through his pack until he found his mirror. He was about to call out to Nomad, when he found him staring back at him through the glass.

“There you are,” the sorcerer said. “I’m afraid Badru is not willing to send me. The two of you are on your own.”

“Damn,” Khaldun replied with a long sigh.

“I’ll keep working on him, but I wouldn’t count on me at this point.”

“Understood,” said Khaldun.

“Do the same thing we did last time—if you and Mira station yourselves on the ramparts, you should have a clear view of the attack. Make yourselves invisible and have Mira cancel anything they throw at you.”

“We would, but Bichon is determined to meet Henry’s army head-on,” Khaldun told him. “They’ll have to pass through the town to reach the castle, and he’s not willing to sacrifice his people.”

Nomad nodded. “Look for an elevated position, then, and employ the same tactics.”

“We will,” said Khaldun. “But how do we deal with the wraiths? They can cast spells without any instrument, and they are impervious to magic.”

“I’m afraid I don’t have any advice,” Nomad said with a sigh. “Such creatures have not been seen in Anoria for centuries; I know of them only from legend.”

“They didn’t teach you about them at the university?” Mira asked.

“Unfortunately not; they fall under the purview of necromancy. But according to the stories I’ve heard, the only way to destroy them is to behead them, then burn their corpses to ash.”

“Easier said than done, no doubt,” Khaldun muttered.

“But I thought fire couldn’t touch them?” Mira asked.

“No, magic can’t touch them, but they will burn in a normal fire. It’s just got to be extremely hot.”

“Well, we’ll put our heads together,” said Khaldun. “I’m sure we’ll think of something.”

“Good luck to both of you.”

Khaldun stowed his mirror and they returned to the courtyard, leading the horse by the reins. Phillip showed up a few minutes later wearing full plate armor, several members of the prince’s guard right behind him. The stable boys brought them their horses. Once they’d mounted, Phillip led them out of the castle.

They rode through the village, and about a half mile farther south found the Oxcart army forming ranks. Their force spanned the road, spreading out across the adjacent fields. Khaldun spotted Bichon at the front of the lines conferring with his commanders.

“We’re stationing our archers on that hilltop,” Phillip told them, pointing to the army’s left flank. “Do you want to work from there?”

“No, I don’t think so,” Khaldun replied. “They’re sure to concentrate some of their force on those men. It would be better for us to take an isolated position, away from anyplace there’s likely to be heavy fighting. What about that next hilltop?”

Phillip nodded. He assigned two of the prince’s guards to accompany them. They wished the prince luck and parted ways. Khaldun and Mira reached the hill with the two soldiers minutes later.

“I’m going to make us invisible now,” Khaldun told them. “Stick close to us,” he added to the soldiers. “I’m sure Henry’s got scouts monitoring our preparations, but this way, they won’t see us setting up here.”

The soldiers nodded. They climbed the hill on horseback, dismounting at the tree line and securing the animals’ reins to the lowest branches. Taking position nearby, Khaldun scanned the area. This vantage point would provide them with a clear view of the entire battlefield.

“This is perfect,” said Mira, gazing out across the countryside. “Now, we wait.”


Chapter 22
The Second Battle of Oxcart


“I’m worried about the wraiths,” said Khaldun. “Despite what I said to Nomad, I have no idea how to fight them.”

“Well, magic doesn’t affect them directly, but physical objects should,” Mira pointed out.

“So, maybe we let the soldiers handle them?” Khaldun suggested. “They’re the ones with the weapons.”

“Which will work great as long as they don’t discover us.”

“What have you got in mind, then?”

Mira furrowed her brow in concentration for a moment. “You’ve got to do something to physically hinder their movement. I mean, if you were to drop a house on one of them, then it should be stuck there, right?”

“Nomad might be able to cast an air spell powerful enough to lift a house off the ground, but I’m not,” Khaldun said with a sigh.

“All right… what about a tree? Could you rip one out of the ground and use it to pin a wraith to the ground?”

“A smaller one, perhaps,” he replied, gazing into the woods behind them. “But I’m afraid I would lack the precision it would take to drop one on a target. I could call earth to make their robes super heavy and pin them to the ground—they’re impervious to magic, but their clothing shouldn’t be. But it would be good to have something else ready to go, too.”

“Hmm. What about opening a fissure in the ground like Nomad did?”

“That spell drained him of all his energy,” said Khaldun. “And I’m nowhere near that powerful.”

“But it wouldn’t need to be so large,” Mira told him. “If you could open a hole just big enough for a wraith right beneath its feet, then close it again when it falls in, that would work!”

“Maybe, but it would just dig itself back out again.”

“Sure, but that would take time. And the soldiers could decapitate them as they emerge.”

“True,” Khaldun conceded. “Let me see what I can do.” He chose a spot nearby and called earth. The ground shook a bit but nothing else happened. Adapting the spell a bit, he tried again, and managed to open a small pit in the earth.

“That’s great!” said Mira, moving over to it and peering inside. “Can you make it a little larger?”

Khaldun nodded. “Watch out—I don’t want you falling in!”

Mira backed away and Khaldun tried the spell again. The pit opened wider, more than large enough to accommodate one of the creatures. He called earth again, sealing the opening shut. For the next half hour, he practiced the spells, improving each time.

“I feel more confident with this now,” he said finally. “This will be our best tactic to use against them, I think.” Mira nodded. “But I have a question… Are you able to cancel a wraith’s magic?”

“Why wouldn’t I be?”

“I’m not sure, but we don’t fully understand your powers, and we know next to nothing about the wraiths. Are their spells the same as a mage’s?”

“I don’t know… you’re making me nervous now…”

“Did Henry have you try canceling their magic when you were in captivity?”

“No—I was there when Dredmort demonstrated their abilities, but I was only a witness. And they didn’t have Nineve try to cancel their spells either.”

“Well, I guess we’ll find out soon enough…”

Khaldun spoke to their guards, and let them know what he was planning to do against the wraiths. He instructed them to do their best to behead the monsters once he’d used magic to immobilize them.

“Even that won’t completely eliminate them,” he told them, “but it should remove them from the field for a while, at least.”

“Decapitating them wouldn’t end them?” one of the soldiers asked in disbelief.

“Not from what I’ve been told. We’d have to burn them to ash to accomplish that, and I don’t imagine we’ll have the time to do that in the heat of the battle.”

Khaldun and Mira sat down, watching the Oxcart army finish their preparations for the onslaught. But before long everyone was ready, and there was nothing more to do but wait. The afternoon dragged by with no sign of the enemy. But finally, with the sunset came drum beats in the distance.

“That must be their army,” said Khaldun, getting to his feet and peering into the distance. Mira stood by his side. He put his arm around her and could feel her shivering.

“Are you cold?”

“No,” she said, taking a deep breath. “Scared.”

Khaldun knew how she felt. The first thing they could see was a giant cloud of dust rising up from the road. Within minutes, the Foslander army moved into view. Khaldun spotted Dredmort riding at its head, but didn’t see Nineve anywhere—or the wraiths.

But suddenly, there was a cry in the distance, joined moments later by several others. Khaldun felt a chill run down his spine. The wraiths were out there somewhere. Perhaps Nineve was hanging back with them.

The enemy forces formed ranks less than a quarter mile away. But darkness fell and they held their position. One by one, torches sprang to life amidst both armies.

“What are they waiting for?” Mira asked. “They’re not setting up camp or anything…”

“No, they’re ready to attack. It won’t be much longer now.”

Suddenly, a sense of cold dread overcame Khaldun, as if the wraiths were climbing their hill. But looking around, he didn’t see them anywhere. Nervous that perhaps they were moving under the cover of invisibility, he held out his staff and fired off cancellation spells in a circle around them, but there was nobody there.

“What is it?” Mira asked.

“Nothing, apparently,” he replied with a frown. “But I thought I sensed the wraiths approaching.”

“I felt it, too…”

Time went on, Khaldun’s apprehension steadily increasing. The enemy drumbeat continued, and Dredmort began parading back and forth on his horse, out in front of their lines. Bichon rode in front of his own men, calling on them to be brave and cut down the enemy. Khaldun’s heart beat in time to the Foslander drums but still they did not attack.

“I wish they’d get on with it already,” he commented. “The tension alone is going to wear me down.”

“That’s the point, I think,” Mira replied. “Just breathe. They’ll be here before you know it.”

Just then, Foslander horns blared, and their army advanced.

“This is it,” Khaldun whispered. “Be ready for anything.”

The Oxcart archers fired a volley but Dredmort called fire, incinerating their arrows before they could find their targets. Mira had held out her hand to cancel his spell, but she was too late.

“Damn,” she hissed.

Dredmort hurled a fireball at the archers, but Mira canceled it. They fired another volley, and this time Mira acted in time to prevent Dredmort from stopping them. Several of the leading Foslanders fell.

The archers managed two more volleys before the armies engaged. But then the battlefield quickly devolved into chaos as the lines clashed and the soldiers cut each other down with their blades.

Khaldun called various spells against Dredmort—trying to ignite him from within, raise a gale to blow him off the field, and even casting an illusion of a mountain lion he’d seen once to scare the wizard off, but Dredmort was too strong for the first two to have any effect, and he didn’t fall for the third. Dredmort kept calling fire against the Oxcart soldiers, but Mira was able to neutralize him every time. Khaldun didn’t open a pit beneath the wizard; he wanted to save that for the wraiths, and had no wish to tip his hand.

Mira continued blocking Dredmort’s every spell. Khaldun went to work against the enemy soldiers instead. He raised a wall of fire in the midst of their ranks, preventing fresh soldiers from replacing the fallen at the front line. But Dredmort canceled this before too long.

Khaldun started incinerating individual soldiers from within instead. He chose them at random, and worked too quickly for Dredmort to stop him. Dredmort tried the same tactic against the Oxcart men; with a direct view of the wizard, Mira had an easier time canceling his spells. But then Dredmort made himself invisible, and Mira could no longer stop his individual spells. She tried canceling his invisibility, but he’d moved, and she couldn’t find him again.

“Shit!” she shouted as one after another, random Oxcart soldiers went up in flames.

“I wonder why he didn’t hide himself sooner,” said Khaldun.

“Intimidation,” Mira told him. “Everyone knows about him—his mere presence down there must strike fear into those soldiers’ hearts.”

“Aye, my lady,” one of their guards agreed. “That’s exactly right.”

“But now that they know he’s here, he’s more effective hiding himself from me,” Mira added.

The Oxcart soldiers repelled the invaders for a while. Khaldun spotted Phillip on the battlefield, darting among his men with a handful of knights from the prince’s guard, shoring up their defenses wherever they seemed weakest. But eventually the Foslanders started gaining ground. Then Bichon himself headed a cavalry charge, leading twenty knights right through the heart of the enemy force, cutting down men as they rode.

A cheer went up from the Oxcart soldiers, and they rallied, pushing the enemy back. Bichon led his group through the enemy army, then around their flank and back behind his own lines. Dredmort tried casting spells against him as he moved, but Mira managed to block them all.

But suddenly, a wall of fire erupted in the middle of the Oxcart ranks, blocking the men in the rear lines from reaching the front. Mira canceled the spell, but another formed nearby. For the next several minutes, Dredmort kept calling fire, driving back the Oxcarters, and burning several alive each time before Mira could cancel the spell. And then a cry went up from the Foslanders as they pressed their advantage, driving the Oxcart soldiers ever closer to the village.

But then Khaldun felt a chill run down his spine. Turning, he expected to see wraiths storming their hill—the monsters had not yet made an appearance in this battle. But then he heard their cry and realized they’d made it around behind the Oxcart lines.

Fires began springing up behind them. The main Foslander army was driving their opponents toward the wraiths and their magic.

“Mira!” Khaldun shouted. But she’d seen this, too, and went to work canceling the wraiths’ spells. Much to their relief, this worked. But with her attention diverted to their rear, Dredmort had free rein to wreak havoc to their front. Khaldun focused on the wizard, canceling as many of his spells as he could.

But suddenly, he spotted a group of Foslanders moving toward their hill. For a moment, he worried that Dredmort had found them and eliminated their invisibility. But when he tried reforming the spell, he found it was still intact. Then he realized that the approaching men were archers; they were going to take the hill to fire on the Oxcarters below.

“Mira—we have to move!” Khaldun told her, pointing out the approaching men.

Khaldun tried calling fire against the archers but it was no use; Dredmort was prepared for this, and negated his spells.

They mounted their horses and hurried down the other side of the hill, their guards right behind them. Moving around the rear lines, Khaldun went to work on the wraiths. He raised his staff and called earth, opening up a pit beneath the nearest one. The creature fell into it and Khaldun closed the hole. He eliminated two more this way, but suddenly three others charged directly toward them.

And with a start, Khaldun realized that they were visible—that was the only way the wraiths could have located them. Glancing over his shoulder, he spotted Dredmort standing upon the hill they’d vacated—he must have been firing random cancelation spells and hit them by chance.

A ring of fire erupted around them. Mira canceled the flames and Khaldun restored their invisibility spell. The three wraiths continued their advance; Khaldun opened fissures beneath them, one at a time, then closed the pits once they’d fallen in.

Dredmort managed to make them visible again and tried to incinerate them, but Mira canceled his spell. Khaldun hid them from view once more, and they charged away before Dredmort could find them again.

But the wraiths he’d buried started climbing out of the ground. As instructed, their guards attacked them, trying to cut off their heads with their swords. But the monsters’ flesh was tougher than thick leather; the blades barely made a dent. The wraiths broke free, freezing men’s hearts with their shrieks as they cut through their lines, felling soldiers with their spells. Mira did her best to cancel their magic. Khaldun weighed down one of the creature’s robes, pinning it to the ground. Their guards went to work hacking it with their swords, but the wraith managed to shed its clothing and rejoin the fray.

Khaldun took a moment to check in on the rest of the battle. His heart sank in dismay; it was clear this was turning into a rout. Everywhere he looked, Henry’s forces were running down the Oxcarters.

Finally, Bichon ordered his men to sound the horns, signaling their retreat. Mira and Khaldun provided cover from Dredmort and his wraiths as the Oxcart commanders did their best to organize their soldiers in a tactical withdrawal.

As they moved through the town, some of the Foslanders broke off to torch the buildings. Khaldun and Mira attempted to put out the fires, but it was overwhelming trying to protect the army and save the village at the same time. Before long, an inferno engulfed the buildings as their occupants ran screaming into the woods.

Khaldun kept working on the wraiths, but every time he buried one, another broke free and rejoined the fight. He tried his spell against Dredmort one time, creating a fissure directly below the wizard’s feet. And it worked—Dredmort fell into the pit. But he was ready—he called air, launching himself out of the ground again before Khaldun could close the hole.

As they approached the castle, Khaldun realized that the archers had already made it back and started providing covering fire as the rest of the army crossed the drawbridge and moved into the castle. Flaming arrows started felling the Foslanders. Khaldun focused his attention on the soldiers now, too, calling fire over and over again, igniting them from within.

Finally, the Foslanders broke off their pursuit, reforming their lines just beyond the reach of the archers. Khaldun and Mira hurried inside the castle with the last of the Oxcarters; Bichon, Phillip, and the remaining members of the prince’s guard rode in at the very end. And as Bichon ordered the gate closed and the drawbridge raised, Khaldun wondered again why Nineve had not yet entered the battle.


Chapter 23
Defeat


Bichon removed his helmet, shouting orders to his commanders. Then he ran up the steps to the battlements, Phillip and the prince’s guard right behind him. Khaldun and Mira jumped off their horse, then followed them up, gazing out across the grounds. The Foslander front lines maintained ranks, their torches burning bright, but behind them, the army was setting up camp. Bichon stormed off the ramparts again moments later. Phillip left a couple of guards to keep watch, then followed his father down the steps.

“What are they waiting for?” Khaldun asked, staring out at the enemy camp.

“They’ll probably let their soldiers rest tonight then attack again at dawn,” Mira told him. “Or at least, that’s what they want Bichon to believe. There’s always a chance they’ll try to catch them flatfooted by striking at night—especially considering they can’t use the wraiths in daylight.”

They stayed there for several more minutes, but it didn’t seem like anything was happening out there. Their mages and wraiths were nowhere to be seen, and Khaldun could see cookfires springing to life in the camp. He realized he was famished himself, so they headed down the steps. Once he’d stabled their horse, they continued into the keep to the great hall. The staff was serving food, but everyone had grown still and silent—Bichon and Phillip were standing in the middle of the room, hollering at each other.

“This is on your head!” Bichon shouted, pointing a finger at his son. “That son of a bitch sent them here to spy on us and you played right into their hand! We lost nearly a thousand men tonight—and you might as well have driven a sword into their hearts yourself!”

“You are the one who insisted on hoarding our gold instead of using it to strengthen our princedom! We could have raised an army ten times larger, hired an entire team of mages, and fortified our castle to make it impregnable!”

“And in so doing put a target on our backs. Henry sits across our northern border. He would have attacked long before now if he’d suspected we possessed that kind of wealth.”

“And we could have repelled him! Fosland is strapped, their forces spread thin occupying all the territories they’ve conquered. We could have built the strongest military on the entire continent with all this gold, but you have always been too meek to put your wealth to use!”

“This never would have happened if you’d kept our secret!” Bichon yelled, spittle flying from his mouth.

“Oh, bullshit. We’ve got two dozen people working in the mine. It was only a matter of time before someone slipped and word got to Henry.”

“Try as hard as you want, you cannot escape responsibility for this disaster!” the prince shouted.

“No, father—you are the ruling prince. It is your poor judgement that has created this debacle.”

Bichon stared daggers at his son for a moment before shoving him into one of the tables and storming out of the hall. Phillip regained his balance and followed him out. Slowly the room grew louder as the soldiers returned their attention to their meals, but the mood remained somber.

Khaldun and Mira grabbed a quick bite to eat then headed out to the stable. Khaldun fetched his mirror and tried contacting Nomad, but there was no response, so they returned to the battlements. Nothing had changed; the Foslander camp remained quiet.

“I don’t see how Bichon can turn this around,” Mira observed. “It’s only a matter of time before they breach the walls, and then…”

Khaldun felt cold dread seeping through his veins. “We are going to die here tonight.”

“No, love,” Mira said, smiling and stroking his cheek. “You and I are too valuable to them as mages. Their men will have orders to capture us and return us to the Darkhold.”

“We’ve failed, though. They’re going to take this castle and Henry will have the resources to overrun the entire continent.”

Mira sighed. “We’ll fight them until the bitter end. Maybe with a little luck…” She averted her eyes. Khaldun knew she didn’t see a path to victory any more than he did.

They sat quietly, keeping an eye on the enemy camp. There was no movement out there, but Khaldun started hearing strange noises floating across the field. It sounded like a low rumble, coupled with a squeaking sound. There was also a murmuring sound, as if a vast number of people were speaking in hushed tones. Khaldun kept scanning the area but couldn’t figure out what was making the noise.

But then, slowly at first, he felt a sense of dread coming over him. And there was a ghastly shriek somewhere out behind the Foslander camp. Mira shot him a worried look; she’d heard it too.

“Wraiths,” Khaldun muttered. And suddenly a terrible thought occurred to him. “Mira, can you reach out and cancel any illusions they might have cast over their camp?”

Mira looked confused, but nodded. She concentrated for a moment, holding out one arm in a sweeping motion. Sure enough, the sleeping camp had been a ruse. The Foslanders had formed ranks—the entirety of their remaining force stood ready to attack. And they’d wheeled siege engines into place—Khaldun spotted a giant battering ram and three towers, with teams of armored oxen to move them, and there were wraiths standing by the equipment.

“Alert the prince!” Khaldun shouted at one of the guards. “Fosland attacks!”

The guard stared out at the field for a moment longer, a look of dismay on his face, before hurrying down the steps to find Bichon.

Khaldun raised his staff, making Mira and himself invisible, then called fire, trying to ignite one of the siege towers. But it was no use—they’d stationed the wraiths there specifically to cancel any spells they might cast against the equipment.

The Foslanders must have realized that their illusion was gone. Horns sounded and they started beating their drums again. Dredmort appeared out of nowhere at the front of their lines, giving the order to march.

All hell broke loose. The Foslander infantry charged, their oxen moving the equipment toward the castle. Bichon and Phillip hurried up the steps to the battlements, dozens of soldiers behind them. The men took their places along the wall, and Bichon ordered his archers to fire. Flaming arrows hit the animals moving the siege equipment, but the wraiths extinguished the flames and the oxen kept coming. Khaldun wondered how they would get the engines across the moat, but then he realized they had bridges affixed to the fronts of them.

Khaldun called earth, opening pits beneath the two wraiths guarding the battering ram, and closing them again once they’d fallen in. But the wraiths had wised up to this tactic, calling earth themselves to re-open the fissures and leap out. Khaldun tried igniting the siege equipment, opening fissures beneath the oxen, and tipping over the engines, but the wraiths canceled his every spell.

Dredmort called earth, and something invisible slammed into the castle wall directly below their position. The battlements shook as dirt and debris sprayed everywhere; the wizard had knocked a hole in the wall. Mira was ready for him the next time he tried it, though, canceling his spell before he could do any further damage.

“He was targeting us,” Khaldun pointed out. “He must have seen us before I made us invisible. Let’s move!”

He guided her over to the northern tower, and they climbed to the top. Once he’d reinforced their invisibility spell, he went back to work. The Foslanders had moved the siege towers almost all the way to the castle. Khaldun tried again to ignite the oxen from within, but the wraiths kept canceling his spells. Instead, he created walls of fire in front of the animals to impede their progress. This worked—the oxen stopped in their tracks, refusing to move into the flames. But the wraiths put out the fires, and the animals resumed their forward motion. The Oxcart archers kept raining flaming arrows down on the oxen, but the wraiths put these out as well.

Before long, the engines reached the moat. Foslander soldiers went to work sliding the bridges up the front of the towers, and dropping their top ends onto the castle walls. Soldiers began pouring over the bridges; the archers changed targets, focusing on those men instead. Many of them fell screaming into the moat far below, but it didn’t take long before the rest reached the battlements. Bichon himself led his men against them, fighting at close range with their swords.

Khaldun managed to set the battering ram ablaze, but once again Dredmort canceled the flames. The Foslanders wheeled it up to the moat, but had no way to get it across. Khaldun wondered why they’d bothered bringing it here.

Suddenly, he spotted a company of soldiers moving around to the north of the castle. He didn’t understand what they hoped to do there—the moat was much wider on the other three sides. But this thought was quickly driven from his mind; Foslanders continued to stream across the tower bridges, and the fighting on the battlements was quickly moving toward their position on the tower.

“Mira, we’ve got to move!” Khaldun told her.

But at that moment, screams went up from the Foslanders at the rear of their lines, far across the field. Looking for the source of the commotion, Khaldun saw a raging inferno sweep across the battlefield, swallowing every man in its path.

“I don’t understand—who did that?” said Mira. “There’s another mage on the field?”

Just then, Khaldun spotted a rider in black, his arms outstretched and his face gleaming in the flames.

“It’s Nomad!” Khaldun cried, his heart soaring. “He made it here after all!”

“Look!” said Mira, pointing down toward the ground.

Khaldun spotted the wraiths abandoning their posts, hurrying across the field to engage the sorcerer. He called fire, igniting the nearest tower. It burst into flames, the men inside of it screaming as the fire roasted them alive. Khaldun quickly set the other two towers ablaze, and a cheer went up from the Oxcart soldiers on the ramparts.

Gazing across the field, he spotted Dredmort and the wraiths bearing down on Nomad. The sorcerer had erected a ring of fire around himself to keep the wraiths away. Dredmort kept canceling sections of it, trying to provide the wraiths a pathway to the sorcerer, but Nomad restored the flames every time.

But finally, one of the wraiths made it through. Khaldun held out his staff, opening a pit beneath the monster’s feet. The wraith fell into the hole, and Khaldun sealed it around him. A moment later, Nomad extinguished part of his fire wall, and when another wraith charged toward him, he duplicated Khaldun’s spell, and the earth swallowed the creature whole.

Suddenly, Khaldun noticed that Dredmort had canceled his invisibility spell, exposing him and Mira. But before he could restore it, Mira screamed, “Khaldun!”

He realized that two Foslanders had made it through the castle’s defenders, charging toward them with swords drawn. Khaldun called fire, igniting them from within moments before they reached Mira. She darted out of the way as the men fell to the stone. Two more soldiers made it to the tower; Khaldun called air, launching them over the wall. They fell to the moat screaming the whole way down.

Out on the field, the remaining wraiths had retreated with Dredmort. Nomad advanced on the Foslander lines, hurling fire tornadoes at them as he moved. Khaldun started to feel like they might just win this battle and save the princedom, but then he heard the screams from the courtyard below.

Looking for their source, he spotted a woman with flaming red hair leading a group of soldiers from the stables, wielding a staff in one hand. Nineve had arrived.

“Oh, no!” said Mira. “How did she get inside?”

“There must be another hidden tunnel somewhere!” Khaldun replied.

Nineve raised her staff, firing off earth and fire spells and felling one Oxcart soldier after another. The Foslanders rode through the infantrymen, cutting them down with their swords. Khaldun called fire, trying to ignite the witch’s clothing, but his spell didn’t get through. He tried raising a tower of flame around her instead, but this revealed the problem: Nineve had created a sphere of protection around herself and her horse. It acted as a shield, repelling Khaldun’s spells.

“Shield spell,” said Khaldun. “Can you cancel that?”

“I think so,” Mira replied.

“All right—when I give the word, take it out, and I’ll hit her with fire. Ready?” Mira nodded, holding out one hand. “Now!”

Mira eliminated Nineve’s shield; an instant later, Khaldun cast his fire spell, trying to ignite the witch’s clothing. But Nineve neutralized the spell and re-established her shield.

“Damn!” Mira shouted.

“Come on,” he replied. “Let’s get one of the archers and we’ll try again with an arrow.”

He spotted Bichon and Phillip rushing down the steps, their men hurrying in their wake. Khaldun took Mira by the hand, and ran across the battlements. But suddenly, a lone Foslander soldier ran across the bridge from one of the towers, his clothing ablaze, wildly swinging his sword. Khaldun grabbed Mira, pulling her out of the way; the Foslander went right over the edge, falling to the courtyard below. But Khaldun had lost his balance, and stumbled over the edge himself.

“Khaldun!” Mira screamed.

Clutching his staff, Khaldun called air, creating an updraft directly below himself. It was enough to cushion his landing; he hit the ground, rolling painfully across the dirt. But he came to rest at an enemy soldier’s feet. The man swung his sword; Khaldun dodged out of the way, but the man raised his sword for another strike. But at that moment, Phillip reached them, stabbing the man in the chest. The Foslander fell down and didn’t move.

“Thank you,” Khaldun said, breathing a sigh of relief.

“I thought that fall was going to kill you,” Phillip remarked.

Getting to his feet, Khaldun froze at the sight before him: Nineve’s men had reached the gatehouse and were lowering the drawbridge. Others were raising the gate. Khaldun called fire against the men in the gatehouse and the bridge stopped moving. Phillip charged the soldiers raising the gate. But more men arrived, overwhelming Phillip and replacing their fallen comrades in the gatehouse. Khaldun called fire again, but someone canceled his spell. He tried once more, but it was no use; the Foslanders got the drawbridge down and soldiers poured across it, entering the castle.

“Nice try, boy,” someone said from behind him.

Turning, Khaldun saw Nineve riding up to him, raising her staff to cast a spell. But at that moment, a fireball shattered her protective shield and slammed into her, knocking her from the horse. Glancing around, Khaldun spotted Nomad standing behind him.

“Thank the stars!” Khaldun said, grinning from ear to ear.

“Don’t thank them yet—we need to get the royal family out of here! The castle is lost!”

Mira had descended the steps and came running over to them. Chaos filled the courtyard as the incoming Foslanders clashed with the remaining Oxcart soldiers. Phillip had recovered and entered the fight once more. Bichon was by the keep, cutting down enemy soldiers from his horse.

Nomad raised one hand, separating Phillip from his opponents with a wall of fire.

“Your Highness,” he said, approaching the young prince, “it’s time to evacuate you and your parents. The battle is lost!”

Phillip gazed around the courtyard and nodded. But at that moment, the Foslanders managed to drag Bichon off his horse. He found his footing and continued fighting, but suddenly Nineve appeared in front of him. Raising her staff, she called air, raising the prince off the ground.

“You’ve lost, Bichon,” she cried out. “I claim this princedom in the name of High Prince Henry of Fosland!”

Bichon’s armor began to glow red; Khaldun realized that Nineve had called fire, too, and was now cooking the prince alive. Bichon screamed, ripping his helmet off his head and casting it aside. Nomad reached out with one hand, canceling Nineve’s spells, and Bichon dropped to the ground, struggling to remove his armor. But suddenly one of the Foslanders lunged in, stabbing him in the throat.

“NO!” Phillip screamed, trying to run to his father, but Khaldun held him back.

But someone else screamed and Khaldun spotted the princess running toward her husband; she’d been watching from the keep. Soldiers surrounded her, but Khaldun enclosed her and her fallen husband within a ring of fire.

Nomad extended one hand, hurling another fireball at Nineve. But she was ready; she canceled it, then vanished.

Khaldun, Mira, Nomad, and Phillip ran over to the princess as the battle raged around them. Khaldun put out his flames, and Phillip dropped to his knees by his mother, coaxing her away from Bichon’s corpse.

“How do we get out of here?” Khaldun asked.

Though the battle was lost, the fighting continued, particularly intense by the gate where the rest of the Foslanders were still pouring into the castle.

“Nineve entered the courtyard from the stables,” Mira told them. “There must be a third tunnel over there somewhere!”

Nomad nodded. They got Phillip and his mother to their feet and escorted them through the melee. Inside the stables, Khaldun spotted a section of stone that had been pushed back into a recess behind the wall. Hurrying over to it, he gazed inside. Sure enough, there was a tunnel, large enough for a horse and rider to pass.

“This is it,” he told the others.

Khaldun and Mira mounted his horse. Nomad chose another, and Phillip and his mother climbed onto a third. Nomad led the way into the passage. Phillip and the princess went next. Casting one last glance back inside the castle, Khaldun brought up the rear with Mira.

They moved along the tunnel, leaving the last of the battle behind.


Chapter 24
On the Run


They reached the end of the tunnel; it came out in another stable.

“We should collapse the passage to make sure no one follows us this way,” Khaldun suggested.

Nomad nodded. Holding out one hand, he called earth; the tunnel walls and ceiling caved in, sending a cloud of dust into the stable.

“Where are we?” asked Mira.

“I’m not sure,” said Phillip.

They followed him out of the structure. Turning, Khaldun realized that they’d emerged on a farm at the northern end of the town. The fire had burned itself out, leaving blackened shells of the village’s buildings in its wake, many of them still smoldering.

“So much death and destruction,” the princess said, staring across the area with tears streaming down her cheeks.

“We need to get you and your son to safety, Your Highness,” said Nomad. “Do you have any suggestions as to where we could take you?”

“Stoutwall’s rulers are my cousins,” she suggested. “I believe they would take us in.”

“The troupe’s in Stoutwall, isn’t it?” said Khaldun.

“Yes, camped outside the castle in Walberg, a small holding on the border,” Nomad replied. “If we can get that far, then we should be safe. Stoutwall is the strongest princedom in the region; I do not believe Henry would authorize his forces to trespass there.”

“The trouble is going to be making it that far,” said Mira. “Coming from Stoutwall, you would have reached the Oxcart road to the south of the castle, right?”

“That’s correct,” Nomad confirmed.

“We’re at the north end of town right now. To get to the Stoutwall road, we’ve got to get through the village and past the castle. And Henry’s army lies between here and there.”

“We can’t go that way,” said Phillip. “But I know a trail in the forest that loops around to the east of the castle. We can take that until we reach the south road, cross that, and then move through the woods until we reach the west road to Stoutwall.”

Nomad nodded. “Lead the way. I will make us all invisible.”

They set out, Nomad in the lead with Phillip. Crossing the farm, they reached the end of the open field and moved into the woods. Phillip found the trail, and they proceeded single file along it, Nomad taking the lead now. As they rounded the castle grounds to the east, Khaldun could see flames rising from the building and hear shouts and screams.

The trail crossed a small brook. Once they’d reached the other side, Khaldun turned and raised his staff, casting the spell to hide their passage. A small breeze rose, carrying sparks along the trail the way they’d come.

“I was about to do that,” Nomad told him.

“Well, I’ve learned a few things in my travels,” Khaldun replied with a grin.

They continued along the trail for another half hour, finally reaching the south road. Nomad stayed in the woods with the royal family while Khaldun and Mira ventured ahead to make sure the way was clear. Khaldun gazed north and south, but the road was empty as far as he could see in either direction.

Nomad led the prince and his mother across the road, then they moved back into the forest on the other side. They found another trail that seemed to lead in the direction they wanted to go. Only minutes later, they reached the west road, and set off along that, sticking to the shoulder to avoid kicking up dust.

Ten minutes later, Nomad called a halt. Khaldun rode up next to him to see what was wrong, but nothing was apparent.

“I smell smoke,” the sorcerer whispered. “There was nobody out here when I traveled this way from Stoutwall.”

Khaldun sniffed the air, and caught the scent, too, but it was faint. “Could just be a campfire,” he suggested. “Someone traveling this way.”

“Perhaps,” Nomad replied skeptically. “But stay alert. I have a bad feeling about this.”

They continued westward, taking their time and staying on the grass. But as they progressed, the smell of smoke grew stronger. And before long, Khaldun could hear voices in the distance, though he couldn’t make out what they were saying.

Nomad called a halt again and approached Khaldun. “There’s a large group up ahead. Wait here and make the group invisible—I’m going to scout ahead.”

Khaldun nodded. Nomad rode ahead and he cast his spell to hide the rest of them from view. The sorcerer returned only a few minutes later.

“There’s another Foslander army camped up ahead,” he told them. “They’re holding the Stoutwall road. Dredmort must have ordered them into position here after I reached the castle.”

“They’re after my son!” said the princess. “They must have realized that he’d flee to Stoutwall!”

“But I don’t understand,” said Khaldun. “They’ve taken the castle—and now the gold is theirs. What more interest would they have in your family?”

“No, she’s right,” said Mira. “If Phillip escapes, as the rightful prince, he could make a claim to the throne, and return one day to retake the castle.”

“With what army?” Khaldun asked.

“Stoutwall’s, perhaps,” Mira suggested. “If they decided they didn’t want Henry for a neighbor. Who knows. But the point remains—eliminating Bichon’s sole heir is the only way to ensure that doesn’t happen.”

“So how do we get to Stoutwall?” asked Phillip. “It’s a long way from here, and that road is the only route I know of.”

“Well, the good news is that I do not sense any mages or wraiths with this army,” Nomad told them.

“That may be, but it’s an entire army,” Phillip retorted. “We can try going around through the forest, but they’re sure to have lookouts posted. Invisible or not, the sounds of our passage will alert them to our presence.”

“We should cast an illusion of our group moving down the road, and once they spot that, have the doppelgangers turn around and flee,” Khaldun suggested. “While they’re busy chasing ghosts, we can slip through.”

“They won’t leave the road unguarded,” Phillip pointed out. “Others will move in to take the place of the ones who give chase.”

“I’ll go back and cause a diversion,” said Nomad. “Their camp is on the north side of the road, so the rest of you find a path through the woods to the south. Once you’ve made it past their camp, return to the road and keep heading west until you reach the border. I’ll catch up with you there.”

“You shouldn’t go alone,” said Phillip. “Even without any mages to back them up, you can’t take on an entire army on your own.”

“I’ll be all right,” Nomad told him. “Trust me.”

Nomad headed back up the road again, this time fully visible and setting off at a gallop. Khaldun and Mira led Phillip and the princess into the trees to the south of the road. Before long, they found a path heading westward, and took that.

It was rough going. The moons hadn’t yet risen, and Khaldun didn’t dare call a flame, so they had to find their way in the dark, and the path was narrow for the horses. But they forged ahead.

The noise of the army grew louder and Khaldun knew they must have almost reached their camp on the other side of the road. Only minutes later, he saw a giant pillar of fire rise high into the sky, and heard men scream.

“That must be Nomad’s diversion,” Mira noted.

“Yes, that should keep their attention away from us,” Khaldun agreed.

But just then, he heard a noise between them and the road. He figured it was an animal, but then spotted the silhouette of a man flitting between the trees.

“What was that?” Mira whispered.

“Wait here,” he told her, jumping off the horse. Bounding into the woods, he tried to find whoever was out there. The man heard him approaching and ran toward the road. Khaldun figured it had to be a Foslander scout, but wanted to confirm this before taking any action. “Halt and identify yourself!” It was no use; the figure kept running. Khaldun called air, lifting him off his feet.

“Put me down, you wayfarer scum!” the man shouted when Khaldun reached him. He was wearing a Foslander military uniform. Khaldun held out his staff, hurling him into a tree. He hit his head on the trunk, collapsed on the ground, and didn’t move.

Khaldun ran back to the others. “We’ve got to move,” he told them, mounting his horse. “Their lookout spotted us. I knocked him out, but when he fails to report back, they’ll know they’ve got trouble.”

“We should kill him!” Phillip told him.

“It won’t matter,” Khaldun replied. “Whether we do or not, they’ll know someone’s out here. Let’s go!”

They hurried up the trail, reaching the road again after about a quarter of a mile. Khaldun checked both ways but didn’t see anyone nearby.

“We should set out at a gallop,” he suggested. “Get to the border as quickly as we can.”

“We’ll kick up a lot of dirt that way,” said Mira.

“There’s no moon, and we’re pretty far away, now,” Khaldun replied. “And they’re going to come looking for us regardless, so at this point, it’s a risk we’ll have to take.”

“I agree,” said Phillip.

They rode up to the road and urged their horses forward with all haste. After a couple of miles, they eased up to avoid exhausting the animals. There was no sign of pursuit, but Khaldun knew it was only a matter of time. They pressed ahead, and several hours later, finally reached the border with Stoutwall.

“We should be safe now,” said Mira. “But just in case, let’s get off the road. See if we can hide somewhere while we await Nomad.”

They continued for another mile or so, and Khaldun spotted a farm in the distance.

“There,” he said, pointing it out to Mira. “We could hide in their barn.”

But moments later, Khaldun heard hoofbeats in the distance. Someone was pursuing them, and fast.

“Come on!” he said to Phillip, galloping toward the farm.

They reached the barn and Khaldun dismounted to open the doors. Once they’d moved the animals inside, he closed it again, peering through the crack. Several riders rode into view, wearing Foslander uniforms. They reined in their horses as they reached the barn.

“Shit,” Khaldun muttered. “They’re coming to check the building.”

“How many are there?” asked Phillip.

“I count ten,” Khaldun replied.

“Can you get rid of them with your magic?”

“One at a time, yes. But be ready—once I eliminate the first, the others will know for sure that we’re in here. If they charge the barn, I won’t be able to take care of all of them before they get here.”

Phillip nodded, dismounting and drawing his sword. Khaldun peered outside again; the first soldier was halfway to the barn. Khaldun called fire, incinerating him from within. The man screamed, but the sound ended abruptly as his corpse hit the ground.

“Mage!” one of the others cried as they rushed toward the building.

Khaldun called fire against two more, but the others had dismounted their horses, their leader throwing the barn door open. Khaldun raised a wall of fire separating his party from the soldiers; Mira and the princess moved to the rear of the building.

One of the soldiers charged right through the flames, sword raised, and lunged for Phillip. An instant later, another sprang toward Khaldun. He called fire again, igniting the man from within. But his wall of fire disappeared when he shifted focus.

Phillip had managed to disarm his opponent and stab him in the chest. But the remaining soldiers moved through the entrance.

“Surrender now, and we’ll take you to our camp alive,” one of them said.

“You are trespassing here,” Phillip told him. “Stoutwall is a sovereign princedom and you have no authority here.”

“We have all the authority we need right here, boy,” the soldier replied, brandishing his sword. “It’s called strength in numbers. This is it, now—last chance.”

But suddenly another rider came galloping into view, jumping from his horse before it had stopped. The figure raised both arms and a ring of fire sprang up around the soldiers.

“Nomad!” said Khaldun.

The sorcerer tightened the circle and the soldiers screamed. One of them jumped through the flames, but Nomad ignited them all from within.

“We have to hurry,” he told them. “Dredmort and his wraiths are headed this way, and they’re bringing their whole army with them.”

“But we’re in Stoutwall now,” said Mira. “This will mean war!”

“Only if we can make it to Walberg castle before they catch us,” Nomad replied. “Let’s go!”

They mounted their horses and moved out of the barn. Nomad leapt onto his mount and galloped up the road, the others close behind. They reached Walberg castle twenty minutes later. The wayfarer camp was close by in an adjacent field. They dismounted their horses, and moments later, Badru came running over to them.

“Sir, we have to move the troupe inside the castle,” Nomad told him. “Dredmort and his wraiths will be here any minute with an entire army.”

“What?” said Badru, his face registering shock as he processed this news. “Come with me!”

Khaldun, Mira, Phillip, and his mother followed Badru and Nomad to the castle. The gate was open, but the guards stopped them from going inside.

“We must speak with Lord Gerald immediately!” said Badru.

“It’s not even dawn yet,” the guard replied. “Come back later and we’ll see if we can get you an audience.”

“There’s no time,” Nomad told him. “A Foslander army marches here as we speak!”

The guard turned to his comrade, who shrugged, his eyes wide.

“All right. Follow me.”

He led them inside. This castle was not even half the size of Bichon’s; there was no way they’d be able to fit the whole troupe inside. They hurried over to the keep, and the guard told them to wait there while he went to fetch Gerald. He returned with the lord a few minutes later; Gerald was in his robe, and his eyes looked sleepy. Nomad explained the situation. Lord Gerald blanched, suddenly becoming much more alert.

“But our prince is one of the most powerful in all of Maeda,” he protested. “Henry wouldn’t dare⁠—”

“My lord, I assure you he would, and he has,” said Nomad.

“We need to move our people inside your walls before that army arrives!” said Badru.

“No, out of the question,” Gerald replied. “I’ll send a messenger to the prince immediately, but until he gets here with his army, I need to look out for my own!”

“My lord, this is Prince Phillip of Oxcart and his mother,” said Nomad. “Treaty requires you to provide them safe harbor, at the very least.”

“Oh!” said Gerald, bowing to Phillip. “My apologies, Your Highness, I didn’t recognize you. Yes, of course, you are welcome to ride this out in my keep. But where is Bichon?”

“Henry’s soldiers murdered him when they sacked our castle,” Phillip replied.

“That’s terrible… I’m so sorry.”

“We should send Khaldun with the messenger to make sure he gets there safely,” Nomad said to Badru. “He’s a wizard,” he added to Gerald.

“I’ll go, too,” said Mira.

“No, my lady,” said Nomad. “I’m going to need you here to help me defend the troupe.”

Mira met Khaldun’s gaze, her inner conflict apparent in her eyes, but then nodded to Nomad.

“Very well,” said Gerald.

He ordered his guard to escort Phillip and his mother into the keep. Then he called out to one of the other guards, and ordered him to ride to Stoutwall Castle and alert the prince to the impending invasion.

“We need to get our people away from here,” Nomad said to Badru once Gerald had moved back into the keep. “It’s that prince the Foslanders want. The farther away from here we can get them, the safer they’ll be.”

“You’re abandoning Phillip?” asked Khaldun.

“I can return to render aid once we’ve moved our people to safety.”

Badru nodded, and they hurried off to the camp.

“Let me fetch my horse and I’ll meet you back here,” the guard said to Khaldun. “Do you need one?”

“No, mine’s outside.”

The guard nodded and hurried off.

“I want so badly to go with you,” Mira told Khaldun, taking his hands in hers. “We belong together; our last separation broke my heart. But Nomad is right—he’s going to need all the help he can get.”

“I know,” Khaldun replied, pulling her into a hug. “It pains me to fly from danger like this and leave you behind.”

“We’ll be all right,” she said. “Come back to me safely.”

They kissed, then Mira ran off after Nomad and Badru. The guard returned on horseback a few moments later.

“Ready?” he asked. Khaldun nodded. “I’m Eric, by the way.”

“Khaldun,” he replied, reaching up to shake his hand.

They left the castle. Khaldun mounted his horse, and they headed up the road at a gallop, passing the wayfarer camp on the way out. They were already packing up their tents and getting ready to move out. But suddenly, Khaldun felt a cold dread run down his spine, and heard the wraiths’ shrieks. Reining in his horse, he looked back and saw the torches of Henry’s army in the distance. His heart ached at the thought of leaving Mira here, but he turned and galloped after the messenger.


Chapter 25
Invitation


Mira had run into the camp right behind Badru and Nomad. They’d hurried about, waking everyone and telling them they needed to pack up and move out immediately. But then Mira’s mother had spotted her, ran over and hugged her, and proceeded to scream at her.

“Mother! Enough! We have to get out of here!”

Suddenly, a chill ran down Mira’s spine. And as if to illustrate her point, ghastly shrieks pierced the night. Mira knew the wraiths were getting close now.

She helped her mother pack up her belongings, then rushed about helping as many others as she could. In the end, it took very little time for the troupe to set out up the road. Mira was surprised how quickly they’d moved, but given their constant traveling, supposed she should have expected this.

As the last of their people reached the road and headed west, Mira spotted Henry’s army moving around the castle. Nomad rode over to her, watching the enemy’s progress. But it quickly became apparent that the troops were not stopping at the castle.

“What’s going on?” said Mira, her heart jumping into her throat. “Why are they still marching?”

“We have a problem,” said Nomad, his tone grim.

Dredmort rode into view, galloping ahead of the army, several wraiths on horseback close behind. They shrieked, sending a shiver down Mira’s back.

“Cancel anything they throw at us,” Nomad said. “I’ll be right back.”

He rode off, heading up the side of the road, probably to alert Badru, shouting at their people to move faster as he went. Mira faced their pursuers, steeling herself against her fear. Sure enough, Dredmort hurled a fireball at them; Mira extinguished it long before it reached them. The wraiths rode ahead, surrounding the end of their line, hurling fire spells at anyone they could reach; Mira canceled them all. But suddenly, one of the wraiths grabbed a little wayfarer boy and rode off with him. His mother screamed, chasing after the monster; Mira rode over to her and dismounted.

“Madeline, no—they’ll kill you!”

“I have to save my boy!” the woman screamed between sobs.

“He’s already dead,” Mira told her, though saying the words broke her heart. “Please, stay with the troupe!”

Another wraith rode by, calling fire as he went, igniting one of the wagons. Mira extinguished the flames, and one of the older women came over to coax Madeline back to the others. The wraiths kept hitting them with fire, and it was everything Mira could do to cancel the flames. But there was nothing she could do to stop them from scooping up random wayfarers and carrying them off. Finally Nomad returned, Badru right behind him.

Their leader stared in shock at the approaching army and the wraiths wreaking havoc with their people. The soldiers had been hanging back, letting the wraiths do the dirty work. But when they spotted Nomad, a group of them charged. Two of them fired arrows; Nomad incinerated them mid-flight. He called a wall of fire directly in front of the riders, and their horses reared, unwilling to run through the flames.

“I don’t understand this,” said Badru. “What do they want with us?”

At that moment, Dredmort appeared out of nowhere, only fifty feet away, striding toward them. The wraiths gathered behind him, flanking him on either side.

“Greetings, sorcerer,” the wizard called out with a smirk. “I come to you on behalf of High Prince Henry of Fosland. He has sent me to offer you a place by his side. With your power, his armies, and Oxcart’s gold, the high prince believes he could restore the old kingdom, and ultimately, the empire. What say you?”

Mira couldn’t believe it. They weren’t after Phillip after all. Nomad glanced at Badru; he shook his head in disbelief.

“You can tell that tyrant to go to hell,” Nomad yelled back.

“Now, now, let’s not be hasty,” said Dredmort. “We will give you one hour to consider the offer. But you must realize that whether you do so willingly or not, you will be accompanying me to the Darkhold.”

Dredmort vanished. The wraiths shrieked, spreading out around the troupe again, as if to remind Nomad what could happen if he refused.

“You should flee,” Mira told the sorcerer. “Take a horse and ride to Stoutwall! It’s you they want—they don’t care about the troupe!”

“No, Mira,” said Badru. “They will slaughter us if he leaves.”

“Make sure they see him go—they’ll chase him and I can defend against any magic they throw at us.”

“You would be helpless against the soldiers,” Nomad told her. “I cannot leave. We have to do what we can until Khaldun returns with soldiers from Stoutwall.”

“Let’s get our people moving again,” said Badru. “We can cover a good amount of ground in an hour.”

The troupe resumed its westward trek; the Foslanders followed close behind, their wraiths circling them menacingly the entire time.

“I’m going to try something,” Nomad said to Mira. “It will require my full attention, so stay alert and deflect any spells they throw at us.”

Mira nodded.

Nomad closed his eyes for a few moments, raising both arms to his sides. He began muttering in a language Mira didn’t recognize. Suddenly, she spotted a shimmering glow forming around the troupe. It grew brighter, until she realized that he’d formed a dome of energy over them, much like what Nineve had used back in Bichon’s castle, but much larger.

“That will repel their riders and deflect most of their magic,” Nomad told her. “But it will require my full power to maintain, and at this size, may not be powerful enough to stop Dredmort’s strongest spells. You’ll need to ride patrol around the troupe and cancel anything that breaks through.”

“Understood,” Mira replied.

The wayfarers kept up their march, drawing ever closer to Stoutwall. But at the end of the hour, Dredmort returned. Nomad told him he had his final answer. Dredmort unleashed the full fury of Fosland’s forces.

Their riders surrounded the troupe, firing arrows and throwing spears, but they bounced off Nomad’s spell. The wraiths rode around the troupe like vultures, looking for any weakness in the dome. Mira rode patrol, ready to neutralize anything that made it through, but the wraiths’ magic wasn’t strong enough to penetrate it.

But Dredmort’s was. He hurled a giant fireball at the front of their line, and it passed through Nomad’s spell. Mira held out one hand, canceling it before it could do any harm. But Dredmort wasn’t going to give up that easily. He circled the wayfarers like a shark, periodically hurling a powerful spell through their defenses. Mira was able to keep up, nullifying his every effort, but she knew it was only a matter of time before something slipped by her. And in the meantime, the constant threat and dread had to be fraying their people’s nerves.

She checked in with Nomad, and could tell that sustaining the dome was draining him. He wouldn’t be able to hold it indefinitely. Luckily, Dredmort’s effort seemed to be exhausting him, too; his attempts to penetrate the dome became fewer and farther between. But after an hour of constant engagement, Mira knew they’d be in trouble soon. She could only hope that Stoutwall’s forces arrived before it was too late.


Chapter 26
The Battle of Walberg


Khaldun and Eric rode for over an hour, intermittently galloping and trotting in an attempt not to kill their horses. Khaldun tried using his mirror to check in with Nomad, but found Badru staring back at him instead. He told him that Henry’s army was attacking the troupe in an attempt to capture the sorcerer. But finally, Castle Stoutwall loomed into view. The building sat at the top of a hill and had to be forty feet high. Khaldun guessed one could call the water surrounding it a “moat,” but it was more of a lake. The siege towers Henry had used at Oxcart never would have made it across.

There were several barracks buildings out beyond the castle. It looked like they had an enormous standing army in place.

“Well, this looks impregnable, but ‘Highwall’ might have been a better name than ‘Stoutwall,’” Khaldun said to Eric as they started across the bridge leading to the gate.

Eric chuckled.

“Well, those walls are also twenty feet thick.”

“Ah, that explains it.”

“They say that this castle has never been breached.”

“I could believe it.”

They reached the gate and Eric greeted the guard on duty.

“We need to see Prince Augustine. Fosland has invaded the princedom—they have an army in Walberg.”

The guard looked stunned.

“Yes, we must alert the prince immediately, but he is not here.”

“What? Where is he?”

“The royal family moved into the palace two days ago.”

“What palace?” asked Khaldun, his heart sinking. If it was far, they’d never reach the prince in time.

“Follow me,” said the guard, hurrying over the bridge.

Khaldun and Eric dismounted, leading their horses by the reins and following the guard back to land. He led them around behind the castle, and a second building came into view. It resembled a castle, but would have been completely indefensible. There was no moat, and there were enormous stained-glass windows within reach from the ground.

The moons had risen, and out beyond the palace, Khaldun could see an enormous lake, with the biggest waterfall he’d ever seen spilling into it.

“That’s quite the view,” he commented to Eric.

“The water from the lake flows into the River Torsa at the princedom’s western border,” the guard told him, “which marks the ancient boundary between the kingdoms of Maeda and Dorshire.”

Khaldun had crossed the Torsa a few times in his life, but not this far south. He’d always thought Castle Stoutwall sat closer to the border.

The guard led them up to the main gate. He spoke to one of the men there, who hurried off into the building.

“He’s fetching the prince,” the guard told them.

Five minutes later, the guard returned with Prince Augustine. He had short, salt-and-pepper hair, and a neatly trimmed beard. His eyes were a piercing blue, and he was a little taller than Khaldun.

“Tell me,” was all he said to Khaldun and Eric.

Khaldun explained what had happened in Oxcart, and everything that had taken place in Walberg.

“How many men?” Augustine asked.

“I’m not sure… they had an army of two thousand in Oxcart, and this one looked to be about the same size,” Khaldun replied.

“Any cavalry?”

“Maybe a dozen or so riders. All the rest are foot soldiers.”

The prince wasted no time. He ordered his men to alert the barracks. “I want two dozen knights in full plate, plus another hundred cavalry. And find Shatter.”

“Yes, Your Highness,” the guard said with a bow before hurrying off.

“Wait here,” the prince added to Khaldun and Eric. “I will ride with you.”

“What’s shatter?” Khaldun asked once the prince had departed.

“The court sorcerer,” Eric replied.

“Oh—and why do they call him Shatter?”

“Because he can shatter a man’s skull with a single punch,” he said with a grin.

Khaldun frowned, sure that he had to be exaggerating.

Less than twenty minutes later, a squire arrived, leading the prince’s horse. Only moments later, the prince returned, wearing full plate armor. He mounted and said, “Come with me.”

Khaldun and Eric climbed onto their horses and followed him around to the front of the castle. Waiting there were twenty-four knights on horseback, another hundred light cavalry, plus the prince’s sorcerer. Unlike any mage Khaldun had seen before, Shatter wore armor, with a black cape billowing behind him, but no helm. His head was shaved clean and his golden skin glinted in the moonlight. He looked twice as large as the other knights, his arms and legs twice as thick; Khaldun no longer doubted Eric’s explanation of the sorcerer’s name. The horse he rode must have been specially bred for him—it dwarfed the others.

“Fosland has invaded our princedom,” Augustine told his men. “Their army has crossed our border, and as we speak, they attack the wayfarer troupe in an effort to take their sorcerer. I do not have to tell you how dire the situation would become if Prince Henry were to acquire such a mage. So tonight we ride not only to defend our land, but all of Maeda!”

The soldiers cheered, then the prince led the way down the hill. They set out at a gallop, thundering up the road to Walberg. Less than an hour later, they spotted the Foslander army ahead, moving slowly toward them, a translucent dome in their midst. Khaldun didn’t understand what that was at first, until they drew closer and he realized that it was shielding the troupe. He’d never seen Nomad do this before, but guessed that it had to be taking all of his power to sustain it.

The surrounding soldiers kept hacking at the dome with their swords, and the wraiths hurled spells, but nothing could get through. Khaldun spotted Dredmort riding around the front of the dome, throwing a massive fireball at it; that penetrated the barrier, but faded away before hitting any of the wayfarers.

The Foslanders must have noticed the approaching Stoutwallers; they rode ahead of the troupe, quickly forming ranks. Stoutwall’s forces reached the enemy, their knights plowing through their lines, cutting down soldiers on their way through. Augustine sent half of his cavalry to surround the wayfarers, providing protection for them so Nomad could join the battle.

Shatter raised both arms, and suddenly a fiery orb formed in the middle of the Foslander troops, at least thirty feet in diameter. As it faded, Khaldun realized that it had vaporized everything inside, leaving a crater in the earth.

Nomad let his shield collapse, and entered the fray. Khaldun saw him raise both arms, and suddenly a fire tornado formed in the Foslander ranks, picking up men and throwing them into the sky, flames streaming off of them like a comet.

Dredmort turned his attention to the sorcerers. He neutralized Nomad’s spell first. Nomad hit him with a jet of fire, but Dredmort formed a sphere of energy to shield himself. Shatter kept dropping fire orbs on the Foslanders, vaporizing twenty men at a time; Dredmort tried canceling one of these, but it was too late—the spell did its damage the moment it formed.

The wraiths charged Shatter, forming a ring around him and hurling fireballs at him. They hit the giant sorcerer without any noticeable effect. He grabbed one of the creatures right off its horse and hurled it over the battlefield; the wraith shrieked as it flew over the melee.

Khaldun called earth, opening a pit beneath one of the other wraiths; it fell in and he collapsed the ground around it. He repeated this twice more, but then the sun cracked the eastern horizon, and the wraiths withdrew, flying off into the forest. Shatter went back to forming his fire orbs. Khaldun spotted Nomad spinning off another fire tornado; this time the twister chased Dredmort as he galloped down the road away from the battle. Khaldun wondered why the wizard wasn’t canceling this one.

But the Foslanders decided they’d had enough. One of their commanders sounded the trumpets signaling their retreat. Prince Augustine ordered his knights to stay behind to protect the troupe while he pursued the Foslanders with the rest of his cavalry. They rode through the enemy ranks, cutting them down as they fled. Shatter galloped away, and Khaldun had a feeling he’d be going after Dredmort.

Khaldun regrouped with Nomad and Mira. He jumped off his horse and hugged the sorcerer, patting him on the back, then embraced Mira, kissing her. But suddenly, Nomad dropped to the ground, lying flat on his back.

“Are you all right?” Khaldun asked in alarm, rushing over to him.

“Just exhausted,” the sorcerer replied with a grin. “That last fire tornado put me over the edge; I’ve got nothing left.”

“I’m surprised Dredmort didn’t cancel it the way he did the first one,” Khaldun observed.

“We’ve got Mira to thank for that,” Nomad told him.

“Oh?” Khaldun asked her, raising his eyebrows.

“I realized that I could cancel Dredmort’s cancellation spells,” she said with a shrug.

“Good thinking,” Khaldun replied, nodding appreciatively.

Badru strode over to join them, sitting down next to Nomad. “I think the three of you have earned a vacation,” he said with a grin. “And I know I speak on behalf of the entire troupe when I say that you have earned our eternal gratitude.”

“It is our duty to serve,” Nomad replied.

“How many people did we lose?” Khaldun asked.

“Eight. The wraiths grabbed them and carried them off into the forest. I’ve sent a search party to see if we can recover any of them, but…” he finished with a shrug. Khaldun knew the wraiths had probably taken them to their deaths. “It would have been much worse without Nomad’s shield.”

“This won’t be the end of it,” said Nomad. “Henry will never stop until he acquires a sorcerer.”

“Yes, well, I think we’ll be moving into Dorshire for the foreseeable future,” Badru told him. “We can’t risk venturing too close to Henry’s territories anymore.”

Prince Augustine returned a few hours later, along with Prince Phillip and his mother. He told them that they’d chased the Foslanders back across the border into Oxcart. Dredmort had vanished and there was no sign of the wraiths. Augustine explained that he’d left most of his cavalry to monitor the border and make sure the Foslanders didn’t return. He invited the wayfarers to visit Stoutwall, and Badru happily accepted. His knights escorted the troupe to the castle, and they set up camp on the grounds, between the castle and the palace, with a view of the lake and the waterfall beyond.

As he erected their tent, Khaldun felt relieved to finally put their involvement with Fosland behind them. Ever since the night Mira had arrived, events had turned their life upside down. He was eager to have things return to normal—and to spend a lot more time alone with Mira.


Chapter 27
A Parting of the Ways


That evening, Khaldun, Mira, and Nomad attended a feast held in their honor inside the palace, along with Badru and the wayfarer elders. Prince Augustine treated them like dignitaries, and gave a speech thanking them for helping defend the princedom. They sat at the head table with the prince and his family, and the palace servants waited on them hand and foot. They had an eight-course meal, and the wine flowed; there was music and dancing once they’d finished dinner.

Prince Augustine invited them to sleep in the palace for the duration of their stay. Nomad and Badru took him up on the offer, but Khaldun and Mira returned to his tent. They lay together in his bedroll, kissing passionately. Before he knew it, they’d both removed each other’s clothing. Khaldun desperately wanted to make love to her, but accepted her desire to wait.

“So, when would you like to get married?” he asked. His head was spinning from the wine, and he was so full he could barely move. But he held Mira in his arms, and felt the happiest he’d ever been.

“As soon as possible,” she said. “We can ask Nomad to perform the ceremony for us.”

“Your mother’s not going to be happy,” he said with a chuckle.

“Tough luck for her. Especially after this ordeal, I’ve had enough of the highborn and their castles and armies. This is where I want to be. Are you sure about this, though?”

“About getting married?” She nodded. “Yes, why wouldn’t I be?”

“Well, it’s not our people’s way…”

“It’s not common, no, but it’s not completely unheard of. There are a few married couples in the troupe.”

Mira considered this for a moment. “And you’re comfortable becoming monogamous? Because I’m not going to be willing to share you with anyone else…”

Khaldun kissed her. “I’ve loved you for as long as I can remember, and I’ve never felt this way for anyone else. Despite your absence.”

The next day, they set up the giant circus tent. They held a performance that evening, and people from all over Stoutwall came to watch. The crowd cheered for the jugglers and the magician, laughed at the clowns, and oohed and aahed for the trapeze and high-wire acts. There ended up being standing room only, and they decided to hold several more shows in the coming days.

Khaldun spent most of his time with Mira, talking and laughing as they finally caught up with each other, and reminisced about their younger days together. They took long walks by the river, admiring the waterfalls up close, and slept together in Khaldun’s tent every night—over Nareen’s vehement objections.

Mira spoke to Nomad and he told her that he would be delighted to serve as the officiant for their wedding ceremony. Nareen didn’t take the news nearly as well, and broke down in tears, but on some level seemed to accept it; at least, she didn’t try to stop them. Khaldun and Mira made plans to hold the ceremony behind the palace overlooking the lake.

But on the fourth morning after their arrival at Stoutwall Castle, Khaldun woke to the sound of a loud voice outside their tent. Sitting up and rubbing the sleep from his eyes, he realized they were calling out to Mira. Khaldun woke her, and she got to her feet, donning her robe to cover her nakedness. She stepped out of the tent; he stayed in his bedroll, but poked his head out of the flap to find one of the prince’s guards standing there.

“Lady Mira, I’m sorry to wake you,” he said. “But there is a messenger here from Graystone.” She looked around in confusion for a moment—there was nobody else in sight. “Over at the castle,” the guard told her.

Mira ducked back inside the tent; the two of them got dressed, then followed the soldier out of the camp and across the grounds. Out by the road, they found a half dozen armed riders waiting for them; one of them had dismounted.

“My lady,” the man said, handing her a scroll, “we have traveled here with the utmost haste. We had great difficulty finding you, with the upheaval Henry has caused, so I must apologize for the delay. But your father’s steward has instructed us to escort you back to Graystone as quickly as possible.”

“What? Why?” Mira asked.

“It would be best for you to read the scroll, my lady.”

Mira broke the seal and unrolled the parchment. Her expression registered shock as she read it, and tears streamed down her cheeks.

“What is it?” asked Khaldun.

Mira opened her mouth to reply, but sobbed instead, covering her mouth and handing him the scroll. She walked away several yards while Khaldun read it, then read it again, his heart sinking and his skin growing cold.

Dropping the parchment on the ground, he strode over to Mira and gathered her in his arms. She returned his embrace, crying into his chest.

“I’m so sorry,” Khaldun whispered.

“I c-can’t believe they’re gone,” Mira said through her sobs. “Devon was so young.”

Khaldun didn’t know what to say; he held her tight.

“I’m sorry to intrude, my lady,” the soldier said, approaching her after a minute, “but Reginald was insistent that we take you home as quickly as possible.”

“I need a little time,” she replied, pulling away from Khaldun and wiping away her tears. “We’ll leave by midday.”

“My lady⁠—”

“My decision is final.”

“Yes, my lady,” he said with a bow, backing off.

“I’d better go inform Mother,” Mira said with a sigh.

“I’ll go with you,” Khaldun told her.

“No,” she replied, taking him by both hands and kissing him on the cheek. “Let me do this alone.”

Khaldun nodded and Mira headed off to the camp. Feeling lost, he wandered into the palace, and found Badru and Nomad eating breakfast in the great hall. Khaldun had lost his appetite, but didn’t want to be alone. He went to sit with them.

“What’s wrong?” Badru asked, taking a sip of his coffee. “You look like you just lost your best friend.”

“It’s Mira,” he said, taking a deep breath. “She’s going back to Graystone.”

“What?” said Nomad, concern in his eyes.

“Her father and elder brother were killed in a hunting accident. She’s the only heir now, so the holding passes to her.”

“I’m sorry,” Badru said quietly.

Nomad said nothing, but patted him on the back.

Khaldun sat with them while they ate, then returned to the camp. Mira wasn’t there. But Nareen had spotted him as he headed toward his tent, and shot him a smug grin. He was pretty sure he knew where Mira would be, so he headed across the grounds, and out around the back of the palace. Sure enough, he found her sitting on a bench overlooking the river. He sat down next to her; she smiled at him, taking his hand in hers.

“I could leave the troupe and go with you to Graystone,” Khaldun said.

Mira stroked his cheek with one hand, her eyes welling up with tears. “This changes everything, though,” she said, choking up. “I…”

“You’re going to have to be a highborn lady, now. And that means marrying a lord and producing an heir. I don’t suppose a penniless wayfarer mage would fit the bill?”

Mira shook her head, sobbing and embracing him. Khaldun held her tight, gently stroking her back. She pulled away after a minute, getting to her feet and taking a deep breath.

“It would never fly. It took a long time for our people to accept me, and I’m only half wayfarer. But… I could abdicate.”

“Give up your inheritance?” Khaldun asked; Mira nodded. “What would happen to Graystone?”

“I don’t know,” she said with a shrug. “It would be absorbed into the prince’s estate, and he could either keep it or bequeath it to another family. His lands aren’t adjacent to the holding, so it would probably pass to someone else.”

“It would also mean the end of your father’s line, wouldn’t it?”

“Yes. I would be giving up all rights and titles along with the holding.”

Mira seemed like she had more she wanted to say, so Khaldun waited quietly.

“I want to do it,” she said finally, retaking her seat and holding his hand. “I want to do it so desperately,” she added with a sigh. “But all those years that I spent biding my time until I could return to the troupe, I always counted on Devon inheriting Graystone and carrying on the family name. I never questioned it—I don’t think I even consciously thought about it. That’s just the way it was always going to be. Except now it’s not.”

“This is no easy decision,” Khaldun said. “But I know that life isn’t what you want.”

“No, it’s not. But it’s not only about me anymore. As long as Father had Devon, I could run off and look after myself. But now I have to consider what his wishes would have been, and he never would have wanted Graystone to pass to anyone outside his family.

“But it’s more than that. He was loyal to his people. Always. And they counted on him to protect them and provide for them. Father always said the people of Graystone were our family, and I don’t think I can just abandon them. I grew up with those people. Who knows who they’d end up with if I abdicate.”

They sat for a long time, holding each other and gazing out at the river. But eventually they headed back to camp and Mira packed up her belongings. Khaldun stayed with her, ignoring the smug looks Nareen kept giving him. Once she was ready, Mira bade her mother farewell, hugging her tight. Then Khaldun headed out toward the castle with her.

They ran into Badru and Nomad on the way. Mira hugged them each in turn, and they wished her well. Badru insisted that she take one of the troupe’s horses—hers had been lost in Fosland. So Khaldun accompanied her to the stables, and helped her tack up her mount.

He walked to the castle with her, leading the horse by the reins. They found her escort waiting for her by a grove of trees. Mira let them know she was ready to depart, and they mounted their horses.

“Well, this is it,” Mira said, holding Khaldun’s hands. He nodded, his eyes welling up. “Promise you won’t forget about me this time,” she said with a grin.

“Never,” he assured her. “We’ll be sticking to Dorshire, so maybe we’ll make it up to Graystone one day.”

“We’ll meet again,” she said. Mira kissed him.

“I’ll love you as long as I live,” he told her.

“Me, too.”

Mira climbed onto her horse, and followed the soldiers up the road. Glancing back, she gave Khaldun a smile. He waved, then headed back to his tent. Khaldun sat alone for a long time, watching the hustle and bustle of the camp, his heart heavy with this loss. It had felt so good to have Mira back in his life; it was like a dream.

Finally he got up and strolled over to the bench he’d shared with Mira, and watched the sun setting over the waterfall. Nomad joined him, sitting beside him with a bottle in each hand. He gave one to Khaldun; they clinked them together, then Khaldun took a swig.

“Is this the last of Arman’s brew?” he asked. “It’s sweeter than I remember.”

Nomad shook his head. “It’s Riyan’s. This is the first batch he started brewing with Arman.” He took a deep breath. “We haven’t had a chance to talk after everything that happened, but I wanted you to know I’m proud of you. And I know your father would have been, too.”

Khaldun sighed. “I appreciate it, but he would have done a better job. Oscar and Sophia would still be alive if it had been him.”

“You broke into the Darkhold, rescued Mira, and retrieved the artifact. Raja never tried anything so dangerous.”

“Yeah, but I was too late. Dredmort already created the wraiths.”

“And who knows how much more he would be able to do were it not for you. The entire continent is in your debt. Raja was a great wizard and a dear friend. But you have surpassed him in every way.”

They sat quietly for a minute, drinking their mead and listening to the roar of the falls.

“I’m sorry about Mira,” Nomad said finally. “Are you all right?”

Khaldun took a deep breath, a tear slipping down his cheek. “No. But I will be.”


Epilogue


Enigma was sitting back in his chair, fingers steepled in front of him, gazing at the black pyramid sitting on his desk. It had been days since Isaac had brought it here, meeting Enigma at a secluded location out in the forest to make the transfer. The wizard had removed the thing from the void and handed it to the sorcerer, his relief palpable. Enigma had immediately tucked it back into oblivion.

And now he had a decision to make.

He’d told none of the others. They would insist upon destroying the thing—and they were probably right. If it didn’t exist, then there was no chance of Henry—or any other like him—ever acquiring it.

Enigma could destroy it right now. He was one of only a handful of mages who possessed the power and the knowledge necessary to do so. But…

She would want to know about it.

Enigma had probed the artifact, and recognized the full scope of its potential. It was a portal, yes. But not only to the spirit realm. Dredmort had used it to create his wraiths; he could have used it to summon demons, had he possessed sufficient power. He did not. Perhaps he would one day; and someone else could always come along who did. And that was the peril they had to avoid at all cost.

But there were other uses for this. And other than Enigma, she was the only one who would ever recognize it. Those monks at the temple clearly hadn’t realized what had fallen into their hands—it was the one on the other side who must have alerted them to the possibilities. But thank the stars, he wasn’t strong enough to break through entirely on his own and the monks didn’t know how to help.

Enigma made up his mind. Getting to his feet, he tucked the artifact into the void and strode out of his office. It was the middle of the night, and nobody was afoot, but he made himself invisible anyway before leaving the building. He hurried down the steps and headed to the end of the quad. Rounding the corner, he followed the path past the rear of the buildings, and before long, reached the seven-sided tower.

The building had no doors or windows. It was ancient, and few today knew its purpose here—not even all of the governors. Raising his arms to his sides, Enigma spoke an incantation, then walked through the brick wall.

Entering this place was always unsettling. The darkness seemed to extend forever in every direction. Only the stone floor was visible. Enigma took a knee, removing the artifact from oblivion and setting it down before him. And then he waited.

Only moments later, he spotted a golden glow moving through the darkness. It was only a spark at first, but grew into the shape of a woman. As always, he could make out no features, only the outline of her form.

“What is this?”

Knowing the question was rhetorical, Enigma said nothing.

“I’ll be damned… I thought they were all destroyed. You must realize what you have here, or you wouldn’t have brought it to me.”

Enigma made no reply; none was expected. She regarded him for several minutes, and he could sense the same indecision in her that had plagued him.

“Leave it here. I must consider this with great care.”

Enigma bowed his head. The artifact vanished, as did the woman, diminishing to a spark before flitting away again. Her departure left the sorcerer alone in the endless darkness. Rising to his feet, he exited the tower.

To be continued…


Witch


Chapter 1
Séance


Jezebel crept down the hall as quietly as possible, her cousin right behind her. The house was pitch-black; Jezebel’s small candle provided the only light. She opened the back door slowly, cringing when the hinges squeaked. The candle fluttered in the sudden breeze. Jezebel froze, holding her breath as she listened for any noise from her parents’ bedroom. All was quiet.

“Go,” she whispered. Allison walked past her, out the door. Jezebel followed silently, pulling the door closed behind her. For an instant, Jezebel had second thoughts: maybe this was a bad idea. But she was nearly a woman grown; gone were the days when her parents could punish her for sneaking out in the dead of night.

They walked around the side of the farmhouse, toward the barn. The yard was awash in the light of the twin quarter-moons. Behind the barn, Jezebel squatted down. She picked up the torch and the small bag of salt she’d left there earlier. She handed the sack to Allison and lit the torch with her candle.

They set out across the cornfields, Jezebel leading the way. For this part of the journey, at least, she was confident she knew the way. She’d lived on the farm her whole life; she couldn’t count the number of times she’d played hide-and-seek here as a little girl. Her friends could never find her. She led Allison through the maze, up one row of corn stalks, along the path between fields, and down another row.

But when they emerged from the far field, Jezebel wasn’t sure where to find the trail. She’d ventured into Devil’s Wood only a few times in her life. Her father’s land ended here; going into the forest had always been strictly forbidden.

Jezebel hesitated, looking back and forth along the wall of trees before them.

“I thought you knew how to get there,” Allison said.

“I do,” Jezebel replied. “It’s this way.”

Allison followed her a quarter-mile along the perimeter of the cornfield. Finally, Jezebel found the path. They set out into the woods. The trail was narrow and not well-trodden. Jezebel had trouble following it at times. More than once, they had to retrace their steps to find it again.

“This is impossible,” Allison cried in frustration. Jezebel turned to find her cousin desperately attempting to untangle her hair from a web of low-hanging branches.

“Hold this,” she said, handing Allison the torch. “I warned you to tie it back.” She went to work liberating Allison’s flaxen locks from the twigs. She removed a tie from her own bushy mane and pulled her cousin’s hair into a ponytail.

“Thank you,” Allison said apologetically, turning to face her. Jezebel couldn’t believe how pretty Allison looked, even with her messy hair and work clothes. People often commented that they could pass for sisters. Despite her curly brown hair, Jezebel supposed this was true; they shared the same hazel eyes, high cheekbones, and narrow lips. But there was a halo of beauty about the princess that Jezebel knew she’d never possess. A life of hard work on the farm had endowed Jezebel with a darker complexion and stouter build.

They resumed their course. The path wound its way up a rocky slope. Jezebel slipped and scraped her knee. Soon, they found themselves crossing a bog.

“This is disgusting,” Allison muttered. Jezebel could feel the water seeping through her shoes.

Before long, they entered a thicker area of trees. Suddenly there was a noise—it sounded like a branch breaking somewhere behind them. Jezebel turned, holding the torch in front of her.

“What was that?” Allison asked.

Jezebel shook her head. “I don’t know. Let’s keep moving.”

“Is it much farther?”

“I’m not sure.”

But a few seconds later, there was a crash. Jezebel thought she heard something growl. Allison screamed; Jezebel turned again, waving the torch around. “Who’s there?” Allison cowered behind her.

The forest was silent.

“This is stupid,” Jezebel said. “We should go back.”

“No. I want to do this.”

“There’s something out there, Alli—it might be a wolf. This is too dangerous.”

“Don’t be silly. Wolves haven’t lived in this area for ages,” Allison replied, but didn’t sound so certain. “You promised we’d go.”

Jezebel swallowed her objection. She had promised. “Fine.”

They walked along, listening intently for any more noises. After a few minutes, Jezebel lost the path again. They doubled back, but couldn’t find it. But it didn’t matter; she knew they had to go north, so she pressed ahead through the trees. Several minutes later, they stumbled upon a new trail, much wider than the path they’d been following before.

“We must be close,” Jezebel observed. They headed east.

But before they’d taken three steps, there was a bang in the woods. This time, something definitely growled. Allison screamed again.

“Let’s go!” Jezebel yelled, grabbing her cousin by the hand. They ran down the trail. Crashing sounds followed them in the forest, punctuated frequently by snarls.

Suddenly, Jezebel stopped short: someone was on the trail in front of them. It looked like three people, one carrying a torch. The forest fell silent.

“Who’s that?” Allison whispered.

Jezebel opened her mouth to reply, but one of them called out: “Who’s there?” Jezebel knew that voice. “Will?”

“Jez?” The three figures approached them. Jezebel recognized them immediately. Will, Edward, and Zeke worked for her father—they were farmhands. Will was the biggest; his muscles bulged out of his shirt. Zeke was new; he’d only been on the farm two weeks.

“What are you three doing out here?” Jezebel demanded.

Will regarded her with a smirk. Jezebel noticed the blue bottle in his hands. He was probably drunk. “We might ask the same thing, little lady. Does your daddy know you’re sneaking around the forest in the middle of the night?”

“No, and I forbid you to tell him,” Jezebel declared. “Now, tell me what you’re doing out here.”

“I don’t work for you, darling.”

“We’re going to Rockhedge,” Edward told her. “What about you?”

“Rockhedge?” Allison asked, stunned.

“Why are you going there?” Jezebel asked.

“We’re meeting some of our friends from town,” Edward said sheepishly. “They’re bringing… uh… booze.”

“You mean there’s a party at Rockhedge?” Allison asked.

“That’s where we’re headed, too,” Jezebel stated. “You know the way?”

“Where do you think this trail leads?” Will asked sardonically, walking away.

Jezebel and Allison followed the boys.

“Did you… hear anything in the forest?” Jezebel asked Edward a minute later.

“No, it was quiet except for you two,” he replied. “Why?”

“Something was chasing us,” Allison told him. “We heard growling.”

“You sure it wasn’t just Tess? She follows me around the farm all damn day. She probably would’ve been curious if she saw you two wandering out in the woods.”

Jezebel hadn’t thought of her dog. That probably explained it.

“It sounded way bigger than Tess,” Allison replied skeptically.

“No, he’s probably right. Little noises always sound bigger in the night,” Jezebel said.

As if on cue, a large shepherd dog bounded out of the woods onto the path. Allison squealed in surprise. The dog stood on her hind legs and put her front paws on Edward’s chest, trying to lick his face.

“Told you,” he said to Allison. “Get down, Tess!”

The dog walked to Jezebel and nudged her leg. Jezebel patted her head once, and Tess ran back into the trees.

They continued along the trail for several minutes and finally emerged in a large clearing. The area was well-lit by a bonfire; there were at least twenty people here. A wagon stood by an enormous stone obelisk. Jezebel and Allison followed the boys over to it. A mule grazed nearby.

A small group was huddled around the back of the wagon; it was loaded with green bottles. Jezebel picked one from the top of the pile and uncorked it. She took a swig and handed it to her cousin.

“That’s my uncle’s mead,” she said to nobody in particular. Allison took a long drink.

“Uh… yeah,” Edward said shiftily. “One of my friends works at Trey’s. He usually supplies the alcohol for our… get-togethers.”

“He’s stealing from my uncle?” Jezebel asked.

“Uh… I don’t… maybe…” Edward stammered.

Just then, a short girl came running over to them. “You made it!”

Jezebel pulled her aside. Allison followed.

“Prudence, you didn’t tell me this was a party!” Jezebel hissed.

“Well, it wasn’t at first. But Anabel told a couple of people and… you know how it goes.”

“I suppose,” Jezebel replied. “Is she here yet?”

“No, I haven’t seen her,” said Prudence.

The three girls walked across the clearing, away from the crowd, and sat down on a slab of rock. Jezebel pushed the butt end of the torch into the soft ground. She took a drink from the bottle. Her uncle produced the sweetest mead in Spanbrook; none of the other innkeepers could figure out his recipe.

Jezebel didn’t recognize many of the people here and assumed most were townies. A small group had gathered around a boy playing the lute. A plump girl was dancing to the music. The top of her dress had fallen around her waist. A boy in the crowd reached out and fondled her breasts; she didn’t seem to mind.

Will, Edward, and Zeke were milling around behind the wagon; Jezebel thought they were staring at her. She handed the bottle to Allison. Zeke left his friends and headed across the clearing to the girls.

“You’re the princess, aren’t you?” he said to Allison as he sat in the grass in front of them.

“Yes,” Allison replied nervously.

“I apologize—I didn’t recognize you in commoners’ clothes. I’m Zeke,” he replied, holding out his hand. Allison shook it delicately. “You’re a little young for this sort of thing, aren’t you?”

“I’m two months older than Jez,” Allison replied indignantly. “You don’t seem to think she’s too young.”

“True, but she grew up on a farm,” Zeke said with a shrug. “The rules are different for highborn.”

“Hmph,” Allison replied, taking a swig from the bottle.

“I hear your father’s been trying to find you a suitable mate,” said Zeke.

Allison snorted. “Unfortunately, his idea of ‘suitable’ differs from mine. I think…”

She didn’t get to finish her sentence. Will stumbled over, Edward close behind.

“We told you, Zeke, you’re wasting your time,” Will scolded him. “The princess doesn’t like boys.”

Jezebel was on her feet in a heartbeat. “That’s a lie, you stupid oaf.” She stood only inches from him. Despite a height advantage of at least a foot, Will backed away, seemingly intimidated.

“Then explain why Her Highness has rejected nearly a dozen suitors in less than a year,” Will replied with a smirk.

“Her standards are higher than yours,” Jezebel told him. “She’s not going to bed down with the first thing that walks by on two legs. She’s waiting for the right man.”

Edward and Zeke laughed at her.

“Maybe she’s not waiting for a man,” said Will. “In fact, you should know better than anyone. From what I hear, you two aren’t just cousins; you’re kissing cousins.”

“Maybe you should watch your mouth,” Jezebel retorted. “Or I’ll speak to my father and have you kicked off the farm.”

“You’ve been missing out, darling,” Will said, ignoring her. “Come here and let me show you what a man’s touch feels like.” He grabbed her by one arm and kissed her full on the lips. Jezebel could taste liquor and chewing tobacco in his mouth. He squeezed her breast with one hand.

Jezebel wrenched herself out of his grasp. She grabbed him by the shoulders and drove a knee into his groin. Will doubled over, groaning in pain. “You stupid bitch!”

Edward helped Will walk away. He looked over his shoulder and seemed to apologize with his eyes. Jezebel glared at him.

“Uh… I’m sorry about that,” said Zeke. “He’s stupider than usual when he’s got some drink in him…”

Allison got to her feet and walked farther away from the fire.

“Get out of here,” Jezebel said to Zeke.

“I’m sorry,” Zeke repeated, backing away.

“I need more mead,” Prudence announced, getting to her feet. She’d been sitting there watching the exchange unfold, her eyes wide. She followed Zeke to the wagon.

“Come and get us when Anabel arrives,” Jezebel called after her. She approached Allison.

“Is that what the whole princedom says about us?” she asked, turning to face Jezebel. A tear was streaming down her cheek. Jezebel wiped it away with one finger.

“Of course not—Will’s only letting his fantasies get the best of him,” she said. She thought she knew exactly what had given him that idea, but she didn’t want to tell the princess. “He’s an idiot; trust me, he doesn’t speak for the rest of the populace.”

They walked around the edge of the clearing, sharing the rest of the bottle. More people arrived at the party. The girls sat on their rock again, but a moment later, Prudence ran over to them. A taller girl with big teeth ran up behind her, clutching a board to her chest.

“Anabel’s here,” Prudence told them needlessly. “Where do you want to do this?”

“Not here,” Jezebel replied. She plucked her torch out of the ground. “We need some privacy. Follow me.” She led Allison, Prudence, and Anabel across the clearing. She stopped at the wagon to grab another bottle of mead. Then she walked past the stone obelisk.

She’d been to Rockhedge only once before. It had been the daytime then. But she thought she remembered the layout well enough to navigate by torchlight.

There were a dozen tall obelisks spread out in a giant circle. Smaller stone beds lay between them, along the perimeter. Within the ring, nothing grew; the ground was packed dirt. A smaller group of stones lay in the center of the circle. It looked like they’d once stood in some sort of pattern, but had long since toppled over. Jezebel walked past these to the opposite side of the circle.

Jezebel had no idea what this place was. But it felt ancient—much older than anything else in Spanbrook. They approached one of the stone beds. The trees grew close on the other side.

“Whoa!” Prudence shouted.

Will was lying on the rock with his trousers down around his ankles. The plump girl who’d been dancing earlier had her head between his legs; she was completely naked now. Will opened his eyes. When he saw them standing there, he scrambled to get to his feet and pull up his trousers. The girl made no attempt to cover her nakedness.

“I… uh… What are you doing here?” Will demanded. He seemed so drunk, Jezebel was surprised he could stand.

“Get out of here, Will,” she ordered.

“Hey… I won’t tell your dad you were out here if you promise not to say anything about… before.”

“Yeah, sure. Whatever—just leave,” Jezebel replied impatiently. She knew he’d never remember anything about this night.

Will walked away with his nude friend.

“Let’s do it here,” Jezebel suggested. “Do you still have the salt?”

“Yes,” Allison replied, handing her the sack.

“What’s that for?” Anabel asked, looking at her askance.

“Protection,” Jezebel said simply. She walked around them, drawing out a circle of salt.

“From what?” Prudence asked.

“What do you think?” Allison asked sharply. “That’s a shadow board—we’re using it to call upon the dead. We don’t want anything… unwelcome coming to visit.”

“Oh, right,” Prudence replied, looking scared. “Of course.”

“So, what is this place?” Anabel asked.

“Nobody knows,” Allison replied. “It’s much older than the princedom.”

“I heard that there’s an old necromancer who lives in the Devil’s Wood,” said Prudence. “He comes to Rockhedge to summon his demons.”

“That’s bullshit,” said Jezebel. “There’s only one necromancer in Spanbrook, and he lives in the castle.”

The circle complete, Jezebel sat down inside of it. The others took their places around her. Anabel placed the board between them all. She pulled something out of her dress and held it up for everyone to see.

“This is the planchette,” she told them. It was a heart-shaped piece of wood with a circular hole cut out near the point. Anabel placed it on the board. “The spirits will use it to spell out messages.”

The board itself was rectangular. It had all the letters of the alphabet and the numbers from zero to nine inscribed across it in three rows. At the top corners were the two words “Yes” and “No.”

“How do we start?” asked Allison.

Anabel instructed them each to place one finger upon the planchette. She closed her eyes. “Denizens of the spirit world,” she chanted in a falsetto voice, “we open our minds and our hearts to you. We mean you no harm. We seek only communion, not control. Speak to us tonight.”

Jezebel rolled her eyes. This was ridiculous. She didn’t think Anabel had the first clue what she was doing.

“Now what?” Prudence whispered.

“Can anyone hear us?” Anabel asked in the same high-pitched tone. Each girl kept one finger in contact with the planchette.

Nothing happened.

“This is stupid,” Jezebel hissed. But just then, the planchette jumped to “Yes.”

Anabel’s eyes snapped open in surprise.

“Who did that?” Prudence asked.

“Not me,” Jezebel whispered, looking at Allison. Allison shook her head.

“What is your name?” Anabel asked, using her normal voice now.

The planchette sat motionless for a moment. But then it jumped very quickly across five letters: L-A-Y-N-E.

“Layne?” Jezebel asked quietly.

The planchette moved to “Yes.”

“When did you die?” Anabel asked.

The planchette moved. 7-6-3.

“Over a hundred years ago,” Prudence whispered.

“Enough,” Allison said impatiently. “I want to talk to my mother.”

“Right,” Anabel replied. “Layne, we’d like to speak to Leda of Spanbrook. Is she with you?”

“Yes.”

“Mom, are you there?” Allison asked, a quaver in her voice. “It’s me—it’s Allison.”

The planchette sped across four letters: A-L-L-I

“Mom!” Allison cried. “I miss you—I love you so much.”

“Love you,” the board replied.

A tear slipped down Allison’s cheek. “Mom… I wanted to ask you… I never had the chance…”

Before she could ask her question, the planchette raced across the board, spelling out one word: danger.

“What?” Allison asked, confused. “What danger?”

The planchette moved again. “Leave now.”

“That’s enough,” Jezebel blurted out. “Which one of you is doing that?”

Prudence shook her head, looking frightened.

“I would never,” Anabel said, sounding affronted.

“This is a cruel joke,” Jezebel accused. But at that moment, there was a gust of wind. It blew away the salt. A jet of fire engulfed a nearby tree, and a growling voice cried out in the night. Jezebel thought she could hear a word in the cry; her heart froze.

Allison jumped to her feet and screamed, looking around frantically for the source of the noise. The shadow board burst into flame. Anabel and Prudence bolted, screaming in terror.

Allison grabbed Jezebel by the hand, and they ran. Jezebel heard a ripping sound behind them, deafeningly loud. She turned in time to see the flaming tree torn out of the ground as if by some invisible giant. It fell across the spot where they’d been sitting.

Suddenly the entire forest brightened. It lasted only a second, like a lightning strike. But in that instant, an image burned itself into Jezebel’s eyes. A figure was standing in the trees, silhouetted against the light. An enormous dark form was bearing down upon it.

Jezebel ran again, pulling Allison along. They arrived back at the party to find the few remaining stragglers dashing away. Edward was helping his friend hitch the mule to the wagon. The animal brayed nervously.

“What the hell happened out there?” Edward demanded.

“No idea!” Jezebel shouted, running for the trail, still clinging to Allison’s hand. Jezebel knew she’d never find the path back to her house. They followed the trail west, all the way to the road, running the whole way. The demonic voice cried out in the night, as if in anguish.

But by the time they reached the road, the noise had died down. They headed east toward Jezebel’s house, kicking up a cloud of dirt as they walked. The moons provided the only light; Jezebel had left the torch at Rockhedge. It took them a few minutes to catch their breath.

“What the hell was that back there?” asked Allison.

“I don’t know, but did you hear that voice?”

“Yes—it sounded like the growling we heard earlier.”

“But this time it was saying something,” Jezebel replied. “You didn’t hear it?”

“No,” Allison said fearfully. “What did it say?”

“It was calling your name,” Jezebel told her. “It said ‘Allison.’”


Chapter 2
Kissing Cousins


Jezebel and Allison returned to the farmhouse. They crept inside through the back door and tiptoed upstairs to Jezebel’s room. They changed into their nightgowns and climbed into the large feather bed.

They lay in silence for several minutes, each alone with her thoughts. Jezebel stared at the thick wooden beams that ran across the ceiling. Her room occupied the entire western half of the second story. The roof sloped at an angle to meet the north and south walls, making the large room feel smaller than it was.

“That was scary,” Allison whispered finally. Jezebel had wondered if she’d fallen asleep.

“I always suspected the shadow board was a load of bull,” Jezebel said. “I guess I was wrong. We shouldn’t have messed with it.”

“Maybe,” said Allison. “But it worked—I talked to my mom. I want to try it again.”

“Are you crazy?” Jezebel demanded. “After what happened tonight?” Allison didn’t reply. “You’re going to have to find another shadow board. Anabel’s is gone. And maybe we should talk to Myrddin first—this is his area of expertise.”

“We can’t,” Allison replied. “He’ll tell my father.”

They fell into silence again. Jezebel turned to face Allison; she was staring back at her. The princess rolled onto her side and kissed Jezebel on the lips. Allison tasted faintly of honey—much nicer than Will. They kissed tenderly for a few minutes, but then Allison pulled away.

“How did Will find out about us?” she asked.

Jezebel frowned. She’d danced around this question earlier in the hope that it wouldn’t come up again. But she didn’t think she’d get away with it a second time. “I don’t know for sure, but I’m guessing that Edward told him.”

“Edward?” Allison asked, incredulous.

“He walked in on us when we were in the barn a few weeks ago,” Jezebel explained. “You didn’t notice because you were a little… occupied at that moment.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I knew it would only upset you,” said Jezebel. “He promised me he’d keep it to himself…”

“He broke his word. Now everyone’s going to know.”

“I doubt it,” Jezebel assured her. “Will was extremely drunk; I don’t think he’s going to remember much. But even if he screams it from the mountaintops, who would believe him?”

Allison paused for a moment, then shrugged. “You’re probably right.”

“I’ll talk to Edward again and make sure he keeps his mouth shut this time,” Jezebel promised.

“Are you in love with Will?”

“Definitely not,” Jezebel replied with a grimace. “He’s an ass.”

“You said his name in the barn that day,” Allison pointed out. “You were thinking about him.”

“I was,” Jezebel admitted. “He’s attractive for an imbecile. But there’s a big difference between love and lust.”

Allison let out a long sigh. “Do you remember the first time we made love?” she asked. Jezebel could tell from her eyes that she was far away.

“Of course I do,” she replied. “It was only a couple of years ago.”

“How did you feel?”

Jezebel giggled. “After all that wine? Drunk.”

“Seriously,” Allison chided. “What was it like for you?”

Jezebel lay flat, recalling the encounter. “Well… it was like a game at first. It was fun—you know, we were just fooling around. But it was scary and exciting, too… I’d never kissed anyone before. It was like we were exploring a mysterious new world, full of danger.”

“It was different for me,” Allison whispered. She was silent for a minute, collecting her thoughts. “When was the first time you ever noticed a boy? I mean, that way?”

Jezebel giggled again. “Easy. Four years ago. When Will first came to work for my father. How about you?”

Allison took a deep breath. “Will was right. I don’t like boys.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I’ve known it since we were little. My mother always talked about how I’d grow up and marry a prince. It didn’t sound right. I imagined myself growing up to marry a princess.”

Jezebel was stunned.

“The first time I ever thought about anyone that way was when your breasts started growing,” Allison continued.

Jezebel snorted. “You must be joking.”

“I was fascinated—I couldn’t stop looking at you. Why do you think I began sleeping here more often?”

“To see me naked?”

Allison giggled. “Exactly! And that night after your party, it was like I’d gone to heaven. I was always afraid you’d never speak to me again if I told you how I felt. When I kissed you, I was so nervous I was shaking.”

“I remember,” Jezebel said quietly.

“But you kissed me back. And then I knew that you wouldn’t hate me.”

“But Allison,” Jezebel said hesitantly, “I like boys. This is fun, but that’s all it is. We’re both going to marry men.”

“It doesn’t have to be that way…”

“Yes, it does. That’s the way the world works.”

“But I’m in love with you. I don’t want anyone else. And besides, Princess Salerna from Highgate likes women. She didn’t marry a man. Why should I?”

“But she didn’t marry a woman either,” Jezebel retorted. “That’s not allowed. And she did take a male lover eventually, didn’t she?”

“Only to produce an heir,” Allison countered. “Her female lover lives with her in the castle. Everyone knows that.”

“That’s true,” Jezebel replied pensively. “You know… I wouldn’t mind living in the castle with you.” This wasn’t an option she’d ever considered before.

“Truly? You’re not just teasing?” Allison asked hopefully.

“Truly,” Jezebel agreed. “But… you will have to produce an heir someday. You’re going to have to take a man to bed, just like Salerna.”

“Eww,” Allison said, crinkling her nose. “Repulsive.”

They both giggled.

“What were you going to ask your mother?”

Allison didn’t respond for a minute.

“If she loved my father,” she whispered finally.

Jezebel tried to imagine her aunt Leda’s face. She’d been gone only a year and a half, but already Jezebel had started to forget her features. She remembered only her golden hair and her deep brown eyes. And she recalled too well how she appeared after she fell ill. During her final days, she’d looked like someone three times her age. Her mind had gone, too; she didn’t recognize her family anymore. She’d caught a rare disease, and the healers had been utterly stymied. Everything they tried failed.

But Jezebel could no longer remember Leda’s face before she was sick. It felt like losing her all over again. She could only imagine the depth of Allison’s grief.

The girls fell asleep in each other’s arms. But Jezebel woke with a start a few hours later. It was still dark outside. A violent storm was passing through the area.

Jezebel climbed out of bed, careful not to disturb Allison. She looked out the window. There were flashes of lightning every few seconds, the thunder instantaneous: this storm was right on top of them.

For a moment, Jezebel thought she could hear a voice in the thunder. Suddenly a bolt struck the lightning rod on the barn. There was a loud explosion; Allison woke with a scream.

“What’s going on?” she asked, jumping out of bed.

“It’s just a storm,” Jezebel told her, returning to bed. “Go back to sleep.”

But at that moment, there was a pounding on the door downstairs. Jezebel and Allison looked at each other, fear in their eyes. Who would come knocking in the middle of the night?

Jezebel heard her parents stirring on the first floor. Whoever was at the door pounded again, louder this time. Allison and Jezebel crept out of the room and partway down the stairs.

Jezebel’s little sister cracked open her bedroom door and peered out. Emma was only seven; she looked terrified. Jezebel beckoned her to the stairs, but she shook her head vigorously and stayed put.

Jezebel’s father was standing by the door with a club in his hands. “Who’s there?” he yelled.

Jezebel heard only a muffled reply. But her father opened the door.

Allison’s father, Prince Aldo Barclay, strode into the room, his steward behind him. Aldo was tall and thin, with balding silver hair and a neatly trimmed beard. Oswald, his steward, was short and slender: a mere wisp of a man.

“My prince,” said Jezebel’s father, dropping to one knee. “To what do we owe this honor?” Jezebel’s father was shorter than Aldo. His dark hair looked like a mop on his head. His face was weather-beaten, like old leather.

“I’ve told you a million times, Robert, don’t give me that ‘my prince’ garbage,” Aldo said impatiently. “I’m your brother.”

“As you wish,” Robert replied, getting to his feet.

“Where are the girls?”

“Here, Father,” Allison said, moving down the stairs. Jezebel followed.

“Where did you go tonight?” Aldo demanded.

“They’ve been asleep in bed,” Robert told him. “What’s the meaning of this?”

“We weren’t here the whole time,” Jezebel said. “We left… for a while.”

“What?” Robert asked. “Where exactly did you go?”

“There was a party,” Jezebel replied. “Out at Rockhedge. We wanted to go. We didn’t stay long…”

“A party,” Robert repeated in disbelief.

“And is that where you used the shadow board?” asked Aldo. “At Rockhedge?”

Jezebel was shocked. How did he know about that? “Yes,” she admitted.

Aldo shook his head. Robert still looked stunned to learn that the girls had left the house without his knowledge.

“It’s called the Devil’s Wood for a reason,” Aldo told them. “Evil lurks in that forest. It was unwise to attempt contacting spirits there.”

“I’m sorry, Father,” Allison said, looking at the floor.

“You’re both unharmed?” Aldo asked, genuine concern in his voice.

“Yes,” Jezebel assured him. “Things got a little weird, but we came straight home. We’re fine.”

Outside, the sky began to clear. Jezebel hadn’t realized the time: it was dawn. Rays of sunlight streamed through the windows.

“It’s time for breakfast,” Jezebel’s mother announced. “Will you join us, Aldo?”

Aldo stared at Allison for a moment longer before replying. “No, thank you, Vivien. I’ll speak to my daughter alone for a few minutes, then I must return to the castle.

“Allison, please dress yourself more appropriately, and I shall meet you outside.”

With that, he strode out the door. Jezebel saw two of the prince’s guards waiting on the porch.

Jezebel accompanied Allison back to her room and she helped the princess into her dress. Neither said a word. Jezebel escorted her downstairs; Allison went outside to join her father.

Jezebel sat at the kitchen table with Robert. Emma came downstairs finally and helped her mother with breakfast.

Vivien was hardly taller than Jezebel. Her skin was every bit as dark as Robert’s. She didn’t have the figure of a princess, but honest labor kept her stout rather than plump. Jezebel smiled to herself when Vivien muttered something about not being able to find the salt.

“I ask you,” said Robert, “what were you thinking? Bringing the princess out to the Devil’s Wood in the middle of the night? You know that place is forbidden.”

“I’m sorry, Father,” said Jezebel. “Allison wanted to talk to her mother. A girl from town had a shadow board. She said Rockhedge was the best place to commune with the dead. We figured we’d give it a try.” Jezebel shrugged. She felt stupid telling her father this.

Robert let out a long sigh. “Jez, you must be more careful where Allison is concerned. With Leda gone, and Aldo’s refusal to remarry, Allison is the only heir. Aldo fears for her safety. I daresay this incident will not make him rest any easier.”

“Why didn’t they have more children?” Jezebel asked.

“They tried,” Robert said with a shrug. “Aldo always wanted a son. But it wasn’t meant to be. In the absence of a male heir, Allison will inherit the throne—she will rule the princedom one day.”

“So why is Aldo in such a hurry for her to marry?” Jezebel had never grasped the rules of primogeniture; they seemed so arbitrary, utterly devoid of logic.

Robert looked sad. “Because he wants her to produce offspring—as many as possible. That way, if something should happen to Allison, Aldo’s line will continue.”

“But what would happen if Allison died before she had children?” Jezebel’s heart sank just imagining Allison’s death. She’d never considered this before.

“In that case, you would become Aldo’s heir,” Robert replied. “He named you next in his line of succession.”

Jezebel froze. “You never told me…”

Robert shrugged. “You never asked. And I didn’t want to fill your head with such notions.”

“But if that’s true, why aren’t you rushing me into marriage?”

Robert laughed. “You have someone in mind?”

“No!”

Robert took a deep breath. “When we were young, I watched our father pressure Aldo to marry, the same way he’s pushing Allison now. Nobles seldom marry for love—necessity dictates their choices. I thanked the stars that I wasn’t firstborn. And I promised myself I’d never put my children through that.”

“But, I thought Aldo and Leda married older than usual?”

“Indeed,” Robert confirmed. “Aldo refused to bend to our father’s will. When your mother and I began courting, your grandfather even threatened to name me his heir. Aldo had met Leda by then, and it was love at first sight. But he prolonged the engagement just to make it clear that he was doing things on his own terms.

“No, I’ll never do that to you, Jez. When you’re ready to marry, you’ll let me know.”

Jezebel thought back to her conversation with Allison the previous night and grinned.

“What about Princess Salerna?” she asked. “She’s never wed, but she was allowed to name Albert her heir.”

“Salerna?” Robert asked, surprised by the question. He sat back in his chair with the same look of concentration he always wore when he worked on the accounting for the farm. Nearly a minute went by without a reply. But finally, he grunted to himself.

“Salerna’s situation is unique, so far as I know,” he began slowly. “Typically, bastards are never allowed to ascend to the throne. Without a proper heir or next of kin, Highgate would have passed to some lesser lord upon Salerna’s death. But the people of Highgate love Salerna dearly, and Albert nearly as much. He’s grown into a respectable young man with a family of his own. Given the circumstances, the people have accepted him.

“But one thing you—and Allison—must understand is that Salerna’s reign nearly ended in disaster. Her actions caused an uproar across the entire continent. The neighboring princes were ready to wage war over Albert’s appointment. They would have attacked were it not for Highgate’s military prowess—and the fierce loyalty of its commanders.” He locked eyes with Jezebel. “You understand?”

Jezebel nodded, considering his words for a moment.

“You’re old enough to make your own choices now. I just hope you’ll be mindful of the consequences of your actions. One day this farm will be yours; you need to learn to make responsible decisions.”

“Yes, Father.”

Allison came inside a few minutes later. Aldo had departed. Vivien served them breakfast: steak and eggs and potatoes. Jezebel hadn’t realized how hungry she was. After they ate, Jezebel went outside with Allison. They sat on the front porch.

“How’d it go with your father?” Jezebel asked.

“Better than expected,” she replied with a weak smile. “He was upset, of course. He threatened to restrict me to the castle from now on. And he was suspicious that going to Rockhedge was your idea. But I swore it wasn’t.”

“I would have taken the blame,” Jezebel told her.

“No, this way is better. If he believed that you’d dragged me out there, he certainly wouldn’t let me come here anymore. I told him I wanted to talk to Mother. He melted. I only had to promise not to venture into the Devil’s Wood again.”

“That’s fair,” Jezebel observed.

“But he knew we were out there,” Allison said. “How?”

Jezebel could provide no answer.


Chapter 3
The Necromancer


Later that morning, Allison went off with Vivien to tend to the laundry. Jezebel ventured out to find Edward, under the pretense of helping him break in the new team of oxen. She caught up with him in the southeastern field.

“Hey,” she yelled as she approached the plow. Tess, her shepherd dog, ran ahead.

Edward turned and waved. “What’s on your mind?”

“You’re an ass,” Jezebel said, sitting in the dirt.

Edward sat next to her. “Nice to see you, too.”

Tess nudged Edward’s arm with her nose. He scratched her behind one ear.

“Why’d you tell Will?”

“I was trying to protect my turf,” he replied. “Although that didn’t quite work according to plan.”

“Excuse me?”

“He expressed an interest in you at the party last night. He planned to act on it. I figured I could scare him away.”

Jezebel shook her head. “I am not your turf. And I can handle myself.”

“Yes, as you proved.”

“And I told you, I’m not interested in you.”

Edward shrugged. “I know. But you’ll come around eventually. I have far more to offer than Will.”

“Oh yes, your formal education,” Jezebel replied, rolling her eyes. “I may not be highborn, but I am educated.”

“Perhaps,” Edward conceded. “But homeschooling can hardly match…”

“I can do the accounting, Edward. I can manage the employees and figure out the crop rotations. I don’t need a man to run this place for me. And I’m not interested in Will either.”

Edward spat in the dirt. “You can’t marry the princess, Jez.”

Jezebel got to her feet and started to walk away. But she stopped and turned to face Edward. “I can do whatever I want—it’s none of your business. Just promise me you’ll keep your mouth shut from now on.”

“As you wish,” Edward replied.

“Let’s go, Tess,” Jezebel called to the dog. Tess didn’t move.

Edward petted her on the head. “The dog knows,” he said with a smile.

Jezebel stormed off and headed back to the house. She had to admit, Edward would make a respectable husband. She knew her education was no match for his. And although he was landless, he was the fourth-born son of a nobleman. A farmer’s daughter couldn’t hope for much better than that. But she wasn’t attracted to him.

Why couldn’t she find a man with Edward’s intellect and Will’s looks? Of course, what she valued most was the connection she shared with Allison—who also happened to be attractive and intelligent. She was truly the perfect mate. If only one of them had been born male…

That afternoon, Allison expressed a desire to return to the castle. She wanted to talk to Myrddin, her father’s necromancer. She hoped he could make some sense out of what had happened to them at Rockhedge the previous night.

“Might as well,” Jezebel told her. “No need for secrecy now that your father knows what we did.”

Robert offered to drive them in the wagon. But the girls preferred to walk—it was a beautiful summer day. So after dinner, they set out.

They headed west along the road. Robert’s farm was several miles away from the castle, so the journey took over two hours. They passed other farms on the way. Fields hugged the road on both sides; gentle hills rolled in the distance. Three separate horse and wagon teams drove by. Each offered them a ride, but the girls refused. They were enjoying the walk too much.

As the sun approached the horizon, the town came into view, Castle Spanbrook towering over it. Jezebel’s great-grandfather had built a wall around the entire community. But since her grandfather’s time, Spanbrook had known only peace. The eastern edge of the wall had fallen into severe disrepair. Near the road, it had collapsed completely.

To the north and west, the wall still stood. The town had grown beyond it in those directions. In many places, it had been incorporated into the structure of newer buildings.

“What’s this?” Allison asked. Dozens of gray tents were set up outside the wall. It looked like a small city.

“No idea,” Jezebel replied, yet something about the scene felt vaguely familiar.

As they drew closer, Jezebel realized that the tents were only gray because they were covered in grime. Underneath, each was a different color; some were blue, others green, a few red. She imagined they’d have been rather bright were they not so filthy.

People were moving about between the tents. Nearly all of them had olive complexions and dark hair; they appeared to share a common ancestry. But a few had lighter hair and fairer skin. Most of the men wore trousers and tunics. Some of the women did, too, but most wore plain dresses.

As they passed the tents, Jezebel noticed a young man, perhaps a year or two older than herself. He wore tan trousers and a purple tunic and held a wooden staff. His long hair was pulled back in a ponytail. His almond-shaped eyes were so dark it seemed like he was wearing eyeliner. Jezebel couldn’t take her eyes off of him: he was gorgeous.

Allison poked her. “You’re staring.”

“He’s attractive.”

“More so than Will?” Allison teased.

“Definitely.”

“He’s too young for a walking stick,” Allison observed. “Must be a wizard.”

“Doesn’t look old enough for that,” Jezebel replied.

“What’s with his friend?”

Jezebel hadn’t noticed the second man, although they were standing right next to each other. He was taller than the attractive one. He wore long black robes, an oversized hood covering his head. Jezebel couldn’t see his face.

They appeared to be deep in conversation. The younger one spotted the girls. He waved.

Allison giggled. Jezebel hesitated a moment before waving back.

They walked past the ruined wall, into the town. Jezebel turned to look over her shoulder; the boy was still watching them.

Allison continued along the main road toward the castle. But Jezebel caught her by the elbow. “I want to stop by my uncle’s first.”

An inn was located on the corner. Jezebel walked inside. The door opened into the tavern; all the guestrooms were upstairs. The bartender was wiping down the bar. There were only three patrons sitting at one of the tables.

“Hello, Trey,” Jezebel called out.

The bartender looked up. “Jez!” He scurried out from behind the bar and ran over to meet them. He was short and stocky, with flaming red hair. “How’s my sister?” he asked, pulling Jezebel into a hug.

“Mom’s doing well,” she replied.

“And what brings you—ah, Princess Allison,” Trey said, noticing her behind Jezebel. He took her fingers delicately in his own and brushed his lips against the back of her hand.

“Alli, please,” she replied. “You’re practically my uncle, too, Trey. We can dispense with the formalities.”

They followed him to the bar. The girls each took a stool.

“What can I get you today? I’ve brewed a new cinnamon mead—care to try some?”

“Sure,” said Jezebel, and Allison nodded. “Uncle, it’s your mead I wanted to talk to you about.”

“Oh?” he asked, pouring their glasses.

She spent a few minutes telling him about the party and how a wagon-load of his best mead had turned up there.

“Corny,” he said with a frown.

“Excuse me?” Jezebel asked.

“Cornwall’s his proper name,” Trey explained. “Caught him stealing once before. I’ll have to have a chat with him. Thanks, Jez.”

Suddenly, there was a commotion outside. Jezebel looked out the window to see several of the prince’s guards go by on horseback. Behind them rode the steward and the necromancer.

“I wonder what’s going on,” Allison said, getting off the stool to look out the window.

“Probably going to lay down the law with them wayfarers,” Trey suggested. “Saw them set up their tents this afternoon. I could use the business, that’s for sure. But I don’t know how happy the prince is going to be about this. Seem to encourage drunken revelry and mayhem, wayfarers do.”

“Wayfarers,” Jezebel muttered. She hadn’t seen the wayfarers in ages. “Let’s go check it out,” she said, already heading out the door. Allison followed her.

“Good night, ladies,” Trey called after them.

“Bye, Trey!” Jezebel yelled back.

They ran back the way they’d come, beyond the wall. The prince’s men had moved off the road, toward the tents. The girls walked past them, but stuck to the road, careful to keep their distance. Allison expressed worry that Oswald would send them away if he saw her. They stood behind a tree, close enough to hear what was going on.

One of the guards was questioning the boy they’d seen earlier; he was leaning on his staff. Myrddin and Oswald hung back with the rest of the guards.

Myrddin, the prince’s necromancer, wore long robes, similar to those of the wayfarer they’d seen earlier, only his were gray instead of black. He’d thrown his hood back, revealing a full head of long gray hair and a thick mustache and beard. His skin was strangely ashen and almost translucent. Jezebel could see the muscles in his neck and face. But his eyes were his oddest feature: the irises were white.

Two men approached from the tents. One was the hooded figure they’d seen earlier. The other was slightly shorter, with the familiar olive complexion and dark hair. His beard and ponytail were long and straight, his smile friendly. A group of people followed in their wake, apparently curious to see what the fuss was about.

“What seems to be the trouble, Khaldun?” the smiling man asked the boy.

Khaldun, Jezebel repeated to herself.

“You’re the leader?” the guard asked.

“Yes,” the man replied. “Badru’s the name.”

“Prince Aldo welcomes you to Spanbrook,” the guard told him. “He expects your people to abide by our laws during your stay. And he hopes you will perform at the castle.”

“Of course,” the man agreed. “Please send the prince my greetings. We are at his service.”

“The prince has information that you have a wanted outlaw traveling in your troupe. You’ll need to surrender this man into our custody.”

Badru looked puzzled. “I assure you, I would never allow a criminal to join us.”

Myrddin spurred his horse forward. “The man is wanted for rape and murder. Undoubtedly he’s taken great care to conceal his identity from you.”

Badru looked horrified—Jezebel couldn’t tell what scared him more: Myrddin’s words or his appearance. “Please, sir, help me find the rogue, and he’s yours.”

Myrddin closed his eyes. The wind picked up, blowing dirt from the road. Suddenly a man in the back of the crowd screamed and ran toward the town. He was light-haired and fair-skinned—certainly an outsider among the wayfarers, Jezebel noted.

The man hadn’t gone twenty feet before he was lifted into the air by some unseen force. His feet moved frantically as if he were still trying to run. He came to rest directly in front of Myrddin—ten feet above the ground.

“You are Seth of Highgate,” Myrddin said calmly. It wasn’t a question.

“Yes,” the man screamed. He was cowering from something only he could see.

“You are wanted for raping and murdering an eight-year-old girl.”

He closed his eyes. “Yes!”

“Do you deny these crimes?”

“NO!”

The man stopped screaming. He opened his eyes and looked surprised to find himself hanging ten feet in the air.

Jezebel heard a low buzzing noise. Suddenly serpentine clouds of smoke crawled all over the man’s body. He looked terrified. They entered his body through various orifices. He screamed much louder than before. Blood dripped from his eyes and ears.

Allison turned away.

Seconds later, the screaming stopped. The man went rigid, then totally limp. Whatever was holding him up suddenly let go. His corpse landed in the dirt, broken and bleeding.

“Bury that,” Myrddin commanded.

Four of the guards dismounted. Two of them picked up the body by its arms and legs and carried it across the road. The other two followed with shovels.

“It’s good to see you, Nomad,” Myrddin said calmly, nothing in his tone to suggest that he’d just killed a man.

The hooded figure bowed.

“Enjoy your stay in Spanbrook,” Myrddin continued. “But remember. We’ll be watching.”

Myrddin trotted away on his horse; Oswald followed. Badru eyed their backs apprehensively for several seconds before returning to the tents with Nomad and Khaldun. The remaining guards joined their comrades across the road.

Allison looked pale.

“That was unpleasant,” Jezebel commented, feeling slightly nauseated.

“I’ve seen him do that before,” Allison said. “But I’ll never get used to it.”

As they walked away, Jezebel caught a glimpse of Khaldun standing by the corner of one of the tents. He was watching them.

“Your Highness,” a voice called out. Jezebel looked up. It was Oswald. He’d spotted them and reined his horse in their direction. Myrddin waited behind.

“Damn,” Allison muttered.

“I am sure your father will not want you associating with these wayfarers,” he said. His voice was as wispy as his hair. “It would be inappropriate for someone of your high station to be seen cavorting with such rabble.”

“Then I promise not to cavort, Oswald,” Allison replied stiffly.

Oswald nodded and rode back to Myrddin at a trot. The two of them resumed their course into town.

“We could talk to Myrddin now,” Jezebel suggested.

“No,” Allison replied. “Not in front of Oswald. I can’t stand the way he looks at me—as if he were undressing me with his eyes. And anyway, they’ll have to report to my father. We can catch him later.”

The girls walked into town. Jezebel kept looking back at the wayfarer camp, but Khaldun was gone.

Paved in cobblestones, the road cut straight through the town. The marketplace occupied the last dozen blocks on the approach to the castle. Vendors on both sides of the street sold their wares: fruits and vegetables, meat, fabric, clothing, shoes—the market was the center of commerce in Spanbrook.

As they passed, Allison took her time, chatting with every one of them. It was clear to Jezebel that Allison’s people loved her. She didn’t know if it was the same outside of Spanbrook Town. But looking at their faces, Jezebel had no doubt these people would accept any heir Allison cared to name, regardless of the circumstances.

By the time they arrived at the castle, full night had fallen. Castle Spanbrook’s name described it accurately: the structure itself straddled the River Ember.

The castle rose forty feet high. The eastern towers stood at the corners, this side of the river. The road led directly to the main entrance, right in the middle of the wall. Jezebel had never seen the gates closed. She gazed up at the figure standing sentinel on top of the gatehouse as they passed underneath.

“Which one is that again?” she asked. Two of Aldo’s witches were twins; Jezebel could never keep them straight.

“Camilla,” Allison replied. “They’re not identical. I’ve told you—Gemma’s the one with the longer face.”

“If you say so,” Jezebel muttered.

After they passed through the tunnel, the great hall was located on the right, the administrative chambers to the left. As the girls neared, a young woman came charging out of the prince’s office. Jezebel caught a glimpse of Myrddin closing the door behind her.

The woman stood only a few inches taller than Jezebel. A wild mane of dark hair flowed behind her. Her skin was pale, her eyes green. She gazed at the girls intently as she passed. The woman was beautiful, Jezebel thought. And she carried a staff.

“Is she one of your father’s?” Jezebel asked uncertainly once they were out of earshot.

“No,” Allison replied. “I’ve never seen that witch before.”

As they continued through the passage, Jezebel knew the Ember flowed beneath them. She’d been down there when she was younger. Three rows of massive steel gates barred the progress of unwelcome vessels. Commercial traffic had no reason to sail south of Spanbrook; the wharves were located at the northern end of town. Only boats or barges supplying the castle itself were allowed to pass the gates. And beyond the castle, the Ember truly amounted to little more than a brook.

The girls emerged into the vast central courtyard. The keep sat directly across from them; the western towers stood at the far corners.

Jezebel followed Allison inside the keep. The guard saluted and opened the door for them. Allison’s chambers occupied the northeastern corner of the second floor.

Once inside, Allison strode across her bedroom and sat in the bay window. Jezebel took a seat across from her. From this vantage point, they could look out across the courtyard. Myrddin lived in the northwestern tower; they’d see him when he left Aldo’s offices.

“You know,” Jezebel said quietly, “maybe with Myrddin’s help, we won’t need to find another spirit board.”

“What do you mean?” Allison asked.

“Communicating with the dead is his specialty. He could help you contact your mother directly…”

“No,” Allison replied. “I need to talk to her without the conversation getting back to my father. That’s why I didn’t go to Myrddin in the first place.”

“Good point,” Jezebel murmured. “Anabel found the board in her attic. I wonder how common those things are.”

Allison only shrugged.

Twenty minutes later, they spotted Myrddin making his way across the courtyard. They intercepted him outside the entrance to his tower.

“Good evening, ladies,” he said with a smile. He looked surprised to see them.

“I wanted to talk to you,” Allison said. “Do you have a few minutes?”

“Of course,” Myrddin replied, opening the door with a great skeleton key. “As a matter of fact, I was planning to schedule some time with Your Highness.”

Myrddin led the way inside; the girls followed. They climbed a narrow staircase that wound its way around the inside of the tower wall. Myrddin opened another door at the top, and they emerged inside his office.

The circular room occupied the whole of this level. Thick carpets covered the stone floor. There were four thin windows, each facing one of the cardinal directions, and torches spaced evenly along the wall. With a wave of Myrddin’s hand, the torches burst into flame.

Myrddin sat at his desk, motioning the girls into the chairs across from him. They each took a seat. A large crystal ball sat in its wooden stand on one corner of the desk.

“Have you come to a decision regarding Prince Caldwell of Northcoast?” he asked conversationally, a smile twitching the corners of his mouth.

Allison crinkled her nose.

“He was the one who could barely grow a beard, wasn’t he?” Jezebel asked.

“Yes,” Allison replied, “and with all the pimples and body odor.”

“Your father will be sorry to hear that you’re rejecting him,” Myrddin noted. “The boy is a second son from a very wealthy princedom. Marriage with him would provide a fine alliance…”

“Why shouldn’t she marry a firstborn?” Jezebel asked. “Isn’t she good enough?”

Myrddin opened his mouth to reply, but Allison answered first. “A mating with a firstborn wouldn’t be practical unless it were with someone from an adjoining princedom,” she explained. “The thrones would merge, you see. Great difficulties would arise governing a princedom split into nonadjacent regions.”

“Not to mention the fact that your father would never approve of such a union,” Myrddin added. “Even if there were any eligible firstborns in the neighboring princedoms.”

“Why not?” Jezebel asked.

“I’m female,” Allison replied simply. “Spanbrook would cease to exist as a sovereign entity. The prince’s throne always dominates in such arrangements.”

“Well, you should have a bit of a respite,” Myrddin said. “I convinced Oswald that it was high-time for your father to tour the princedom and meet with his vassals. The parade of princes will have to take an intermission, I’m afraid, until he returns.”

Allison’s face registered only surprise for a moment until she cracked a grin from ear to ear. “Thank you so much,” she said.

Myrddin bowed his head slightly. “But you didn’t come here to discuss your marital prospects…”

“No,” Allison agreed. She took a deep breath. “I’m sure you’ve heard about my foray into the Devil’s Wood?”

“Certainly,” Myrddin replied. “I’m the one who informed your father of your… activities.”

“What?!” Jezebel blurted. “Then… how did you know?”

“By the prince’s command, I always keep an eye on the princess when she leaves the castle,” Myrddin explained. “My skills enable me to watch from afar. And of course, I can intervene should the princess encounter any kind of danger. Until now, no such situation had ever arisen. But I must say, setting foot inside of Rockhedge was extremely dangerous.”

“Why?” Allison asked. “What is that place?”

“It’s hard to say what purpose it might have served in the beginning. It’s older than the princedom, that goes without saying. But it also predates the Pythan Empire or even the first Kingdom of Dorshire. Indeed, my research indicates that when the first men crossed the Lonely Sea and set foot on this continent, Rockhedge was already here.

“At some point, it functioned as a burial site for an ancient civilization. Human sacrifices were made there to appease vengeful gods. From that time forward, Rockhedge has acted as a magnet for demons and malignant spirits.

“By using a spirit board on that hallowed ground, you girls wakened something that was better left asleep. You caught the attention of a powerful demon. I tried to fight it off, but it proved much too strong—I was no match.”

“You were there,” Jezebel said. “I saw you—there was a flash of light, and an enormous shadow towered over you…”

“I was not there in physical form,” Myrddin corrected her. “But using every force available to me, I vied for control of the demon. He nearly broke me. I lost track of Her Highness in the struggle—but you did the right thing by fleeing the forest. The demon failed to find you again.

“I checked in at your home, Jezebel, to make sure you were both safe. Then I spent the rest of the night pursuing the demon. When I was sure it was gone, I alerted the prince. He left for his brother’s farm at once.”

Jezebel’s heart jumped into her throat. What exactly had he seen when he “checked in” at her house? Did he know? No, he couldn’t, she told herself. Nothing in his face or voice hinted at any knowledge of the girls’ true relationship. And surely he would have informed Aldo if he’d discovered their secret.

“What were you trying to do with the spirit board?” Myrddin asked.

“I wanted to talk to Mother,” Allison replied quietly. “A girl in town told us that Rockhedge was the best place to communicate with… the dead.”

“Oh, child,” Myrddin said, compassion in his eyes. “You should have come to me. I can put you in contact with Leda without exposing you to danger.”

“I know,” Allison said. “But the things I wanted to talk to her about… were personal. I’m sorry, it’s not that I don’t trust you⁠—”

Myrddin held up one hand. “There’s no need to apologize. I understand. But I am at your service should you change your mind. Your mother was very dear to me. I will confess, I have spoken with her myself.”

“You have?” Allison asked.

“Oh yes,” he said. “She came to me a few weeks after her passing. She asked me to watch over you—she loved you very much, you know.”

Tears welled up in Allison’s eyes.

“But you must promise me that you will not attempt to contact her again by spirit board,” Myrddin said. “Opening such a channel would make you visible to the demon you disturbed at Rockhedge. I do not wish to confront him again.”

“No,” Jezebel muttered. “Neither do I.”


Chapter 4
Wayfarer


Jezebel lay in bed, curled up in her nightgown, her head on Allison’s stomach.

“This is the way I want it to be,” Allison said, absentmindedly playing with Jezebel’s hair. “Always.”

Jezebel gazed up at the canopy of the enormous four-poster bed, and at the oil lamp burning on the nightstand. She looked across the room at the massive fireplace and thought of the plumbing in the adjoining washroom—a luxury that existed nowhere else in Spanbrook. And she turned to look at Allison, breathtakingly beautiful with her wet hair cascading down her bare shoulders.

“I could certainly get used to it,” Jezebel observed with a sigh.

“I’m serious,” Allison insisted. “I never want anyone else to share my bed.”

“I don’t see how this is going to work…”

“What do you mean?” Allison asked, sounding distressed. “I thought you said you would live here with me?”

“I would love to,” Jezebel replied. “But let’s be realistic. You’re going to tell your father that you refuse to marry, and you’re taking me as your lover instead?”

“Well… no,” Allison admitted.

“How did Salerna do it?”

“She inherited the throne when she was fifteen,” Allison explained. “Her parents and brother died from the plague.”

“And her brother was the designated heir, I assume.”

“Yes.”

“Which means Salerna’s parents probably didn’t pressure her to marry,” Jezebel noted absently. She considered the situation for several seconds. “I don’t think you can avoid this. You’re going to have to take a husband.”

“No! You don’t understand. This isn’t a choice. I can’t be with a man. That’s not who I am.”

“You’re not being practical,” Jezebel told her. “You are going to inherit the throne one day. You have to ensure your line continues—and for that, you need a man.”

“But—”

Jezebel pressed a finger to Allison’s lips. “Hear me out. Didn’t you tell me that the prince from Northcoast was only interested in the political alliance with Spanbrook? That he didn’t care about you at all?”

Allison nodded.

“Then he’s perfect,” Jezebel told her. “Marry him.”

“What?”

“You will be the ruler—he’s not firstborn. So marry him, copulate, produce an heir, and boot him from your bed.”

“Dissolve the union?”

“Maybe not formally,” Jezebel said. “But you told me once that at least half the ruling princes on the continent don’t share a bed with their wives.”

“It’s true. Most end up taking a mistress. Or three.” Allison giggled. “That’s why there are so many bastards floating around most of the princedoms.”

“What’s sauce for the goose is sauce for the gander,” Jezebel said. “I’m not going anywhere—my father is in no rush for me to marry. Do what you must to fulfill your duty. The farm will pass to my sister, and I can come live here with you.”

“You’ll be my mistress,” Allison said with a mischievous smile.

Jezebel laughed. “I hadn’t thought of it quite that way. But yes, I will.”

They lay quietly for a few minutes. Jezebel found herself imagining what her future would be like by Allison’s side.

“Have you ever toured the princedom?” she asked. “You know, gone to see the vassals like your father’s going to do?”

“Yes,” Allison replied. “I accompanied him once when I was a little girl.”

“Maybe you should go again.”

“I’ll have to eventually. The lords will need to know me before I ascend to the throne.”

“No, I mean as soon as possible,” Jezebel said. “And as often as possible.”

“What? Why?”

“I watched the way the vendors in the market reacted when they saw you. Those people adore you. And you charmed them very effectively. It would be smart to charm the vassals the same way, don’t you think?”

“I wasn’t charming them,” Allison replied. “But what are you getting at?”

“My father said Salerna could only get away with what she did because her people love her. If you sow the seeds now, perhaps you can achieve the same loyalty here. And with enough support… who knows? Maybe someday I could be your wife instead of your mistress.”

“Ah… Yes, I think I’d prefer that role for you.” Allison said. “You know, you’re quite astute for a farmer’s daughter.”

“It’s only common sense,” Jezebel replied.

Allison extinguished the lamp, and they went to sleep. Jezebel had a dream that she had inherited the throne. She was standing at the top of Myrddin’s tower, looking out across Spanbrook Town. Suddenly someone screamed.

Jezebel woke with a start. Allison was standing by the foot of the bed, screaming her head off, pointing at the canopy. Her hair was a mess, and her nightgown was hanging off her shoulder, exposing one breast. She looked slightly insane.

The doors flew open, and light flooded the room. Two of the prince’s guards rushed inside.

“Your Highness!” the older one yelled, scanning the room for the source of her alarm. “What’s wrong?”

The other guard simply stood there, staring at the princess’s chest. Allison dropped to her knees, sobbing. Jezebel climbed out of bed and sat down next to her. She fixed Allison’s nightgown and put her arms around her.

“What is it?” she asked. “What did you see?”

Allison took a deep breath, forcing herself to calm down. “There was someone on the canopy,” she said, pointing. “I woke up, and I saw an arm reaching over the edge. I jumped out of bed…”

The guard climbed the bed and peered over the top. “There’s nothing here,” he informed them.

“It was only a nightmare,” Jezebel reassured the princess.

Allison shook her head. “It seemed real… I feel so stupid—I’m sorry I disturbed you,” she added to the guards. “Thank you for coming so quickly.”

“Of course, Your Highness,” the older man replied. “Can we be of further assistance?” His young companion was still staring at the princess.

Allison shook her head, and the guards left the room. Jezebel coaxed Allison back into bed.

“You’re shaking,” Jezebel whispered, holding her tight.

“I’ve never had such a vivid dream,” Allison told her. “I’m glad you’re here.”

“Who was the new guard?” Jezebel asked. “He was staring at you.”

“Preston,” Allison replied, rolling her eyes. “He’s smitten with me, I’m afraid.”

“The poor child,” Jezebel said.

They slept through the rest of the night without incident.

Allison had her training session with Badrick, the prince’s master-at-arms, the following morning. Jezebel accompanied her to the courtyard. She sat on a bench in the covered walkway along the south wall to watch the lesson.

Allison fought with a double-edged blade in one hand, a dagger in the other. Badrick wielded a great two-handed broadsword. They both wore chain mail over heavy leather jerkins, as well as helmets and facemasks.

Jezebel knew nothing about sword fighting; she didn’t grasp the instructions Badrick gave Allison. But she did understand that her cousin possessed uncanny skill with a variety of blades.

Oswald strolled over from the administrative offices and stood next to Jezebel, acknowledging her only with a nod. He watched the lesson for a few minutes, whistling or clapping each time Allison bested Badrick.

“She’s quite good for a girl,” Oswald said, sitting next to Jezebel.

“She’s quite good. Period,” Jezebel replied.

Oswald stared at her for a moment. “You’re closer to Her Highness than anyone else. Would you care to offer some insight into her refusal to choose a husband?”

“Isn’t this something you should discuss with Her Highness?”

“We have,” said Oswald. “The prince has reasoned with her, pleaded with her, bribed her… The princess is willful and stubborn. Her father has made it clear she can pick anyone she wants; he has not placed any conditions upon her choice. Yet the princess chooses nobody.”

Jezebel watched Badrick lunge at Allison with his blade. Using her sword to parry, she moved in to stab him in the chest with her dagger.

“But the prince has placed conditions on her selection,” Jezebel said. “He won’t let her marry a minor lord, for example. Or a farmer’s son. Nor will he allow her to choose a firstborn prince.”

“Interesting,” Oswald replied. “Are you implying that the princess has already taken a lover? Someone, perhaps, who would stand no chance of earning the prince’s approval?”

Jezebel wished she’d kept her mouth shut. But she was also certain that Oswald was nowhere near guessing the truth.

“I’m not implying anything,” she said. “I was simply pointing out that you misspoke.”

“It goes without saying that Her Highness must marry a prince,” Oswald replied. “She has certain obligations…”

“To produce an heir,” Jezebel said impatiently. “I know.”

“Yes. With someone of suitable pedigree. But perhaps you can let the princess know… I can help her. Once her obligations are met, arrangements can be made for Her Highness to resume relations with… whomever.”

Although Jezebel had suggested this exact scenario herself, it sounded dirty coming from Oswald. The man reminded her of a rat, sneaking around a kitchen, unfit to join the people at table.

“I’ll give her the message,” she said quietly.

When the lesson was over, Jezebel bade farewell to the princess. She left the castle and began her journey back to the farm. Her head swam with thoughts of Allison’s predicament.

As she passed the wayfarer camp, she searched hopefully for any sign of the beautiful wayfarer boy. He was nowhere to be seen.

She trudged up the road. But a moment later, someone called out behind her.

“Hello there!”

Jezebel turned; it was Khaldun. She did her best to stifle a giggle. “Hello,” she said, feeling herself blush. Up close, the wayfarer was even more handsome than she’d realized. He was a few inches taller than Jezebel, thin but strapping. His smile touched his eyes, and his teeth sparkled. Jezebel fought an impulse to kiss him.

“I saw you walking yesterday,” he said, “with the princess. Do you live in the castle?”

“What? Oh, no—I’m her cousin. Jezebel. I live nearby,” she said, pointing down the road. “On my father’s farm.” As soon as she’d spoken, she wished she’d lied. She should have told him she lived in the castle.

“Khaldun,” he said, shaking her hand. I know, Jezebel thought. “We probably passed your land on our way in. We came from Newberry.”

“Oh, is that where you’re from?” Jezebel asked, and immediately felt like an idiot. Wayfarers weren’t from anywhere.

Khaldun chuckled. “No, we travel a lot, never stay in one place very long. We’re doing a show tonight, though, if you’d like to come and watch.”

“I’d love to!” Jezebel replied. “I saw a wayfarer troupe perform once when I was a little girl. It was… delightful!” She cringed at her choice of words; only old ladies called anything delightful. How could this boy cause her to turn stupid? “How much does it cost?”

“Nothing,” Khaldun said with a grin. “If you attend as my guest.”

Jezebel smiled at him. “I’d like that.”

“The princess is welcome to join you—also as my guest, of course,” he added.

“I don’t know if she’ll be allowed,” Jezebel said, recalling Oswald’s admonition.

“That’s too bad,” Khaldun replied with a frown. “Well, the show’s at eight. I’ll meet you in front of the big tent.”

“See you then!” Jezebel said as he walked away.

She continued along the road, a spring in her step. She looked back repeatedly to catch as many glimpses of him as she could before he disappeared.

A man in a wagon drove by and offered her a ride. Jezebel accepted. It was farmer Smithwick, who owned one of the neighboring farms. She made small talk with him the whole way back, but couldn’t keep her mind off of Khaldun.

She ran up to her room when she arrived home. Looking through her closet, she wished her invitation had come before she’d left the castle. Jezebel’s dresses were plain. She could have borrowed something fancier from her cousin if she’d known. She picked one and decided it would have to do.

She went back outside to find her father. He was in the barn with Emma, straightening a plowshare.

“Can you drive me to town tonight?” she asked breathlessly. “Or can I take the team?”

“What for?”

“The wayfarers are here. I’m going to the show.”

Robert grunted. “Team’s yours, I suppose. You should take your sister. She’s never been to the circus before.”

“What do they do there, Father?” Emma asked.

“Lots of things,” Robert said with a shrug. “Trapeze, high-wire, juggling… and magic.”

“Magic! Please take me, Jez! I wanna see magic!”

“Father!” Jezebel protested. “I’m meeting a boy there!”

“Ah,” Robert replied. “I’ll tell you what, Emma. You and I will go see the show tomorrow.”

“But why can’t I go with Jez?”

Robert winked at Jezebel. “You owe me one, kiddo.”

Jezebel smiled at him.

She spent much of the day working on the farm. After dinner, she decided to take a bath. This was a much bigger project than it would have been at the castle, she reflected. Once she’d set a pot of water to boil on the fire, she went outside and dragged the tub into the barn. It was the same vessel they used for laundry.

She filled a bucket at the well and dumped it into the tub. Impatient, she went upstairs and laid out her clothes. When the water was ready, her mother helped her carry the pot out to the barn.

“Your sister could use a bath, too,” Vivien said. “She’s a little ripe.”

“Yes, Mother,” Jezebel said with a sigh.

She went inside and dragged Emma out to the barn. Emma hated bathing; Jezebel had to wrestle her out of her dress. But she finally got her sister into the tub and stripped out of her work clothes. She climbed in next to her sister.

Jezebel tried to soap up, but Emma wanted to play; she kept splashing water at her. But eventually, Jezebel managed to wash herself and her sister.

Fifteen minutes later, she was dressed and ready to go. She went back to the barn and hitched the team to the wagon. Normally she would have ridden one of the horses, but doing so in a dress wasn’t ladylike.

Robert walked in as she was about to leave.

“Have fun,” he said. “Don’t stay out too late.”

“I won’t,” she said, kissing him on the cheek.

Jezebel climbed up and drove out of the barn, thinking about Khaldun the whole way to the show. She couldn’t believe how nervous she felt. By the time she arrived, the butterflies in her stomach were so bad she thought she might be sick.

Several horses and wagon teams were tied to posts in the field next to the wayfarer camp. Jezebel left her team there and hurried off to find Khaldun. She could hear music and the noise of a large crowd. She followed the sounds, and sure enough, Khaldun was waiting for her right outside the big tent.

“Here you are,” he said, taking her arm. He held his staff in his other hand. “I was beginning to worry you weren’t coming. The show’s about to start!”

“I’m sorry—I had to give my little sister a bath. She was difficult.”

He grinned and led her inside. There was a large ring in the middle, demarked by colorful wooden blocks. Rigging for the trapeze and high-wire acts spanned the open space above it. A band was playing on the other side of the tent. Benches surrounded the ring on all sides; the place was packed. Jezebel followed Khaldun to the far set of benches.

“Jezebel, this is Nomad,” he said as they took their seats in the front row. The man next to her nodded. It was the hooded figure from the previous day, only now his hood was thrown back.

Jezebel gasped. Like Khaldun, Nomad wore his long black hair in a ponytail. His skin was golden, not tan or brown as if from the sun, but actually golden and metallic-looking. But his eyes, not his skin had made Jezebel gasp: the irises were blood red. She also felt an aura of energy around the man, as if there were electricity in the air.

Jezebel remembered her manners. “Pleased to meet you,” she said, shaking his hand. The man nodded in reply. She forced herself to stop staring.

“Ah, here we go,” Khaldun said pleasantly. A man walked into the center of the ring. Jezebel recognized him as Badru, the wayfarer leader. He welcomed the audience and introduced the first act. His baritone voice filled the enormous tent, even without a megaphone. A minute later, the show began.

Jezebel enjoyed herself immensely. She marveled at the trapeze artist but cringed throughout the high-wire act. She wasn’t afraid of heights, per se, but did have a fear of falling from a great height. At one point, the man ran along the wire with the woman standing on his shoulders. He teetered for a moment halfway across, and Jezebel screamed. Khaldun chuckled at her.

“He does that on purpose,” he told her. “It creates suspense.”

A group of clowns entertained them next. Some juggled, two performed acrobatics, and the rest acted out a series of gags.

Khaldun watched Jezebel more than the show. She noticed that he seemed to hang on her every reaction, deriving pleasure from her enjoyment. Jezebel knew she was probably Emma’s age the last time she’d gone to the circus. She barely remembered it—none of the acts seemed familiar. Until the magic show.

As the magician performed, Jezebel vaguely recalled a similar routine. She hadn’t thought of that memory in ages. And when the man placed his scantily-clad wife in a large box and made her disappear, Jezebel was overcome with a flood of recollections. She distinctly remembered running around her house with a “wand” that was really a stick she’d picked up in the yard. She pretended to make things vanish. The fun had ended when Tess, only a puppy at the time, ran off with the stick. She fondly recalled wishing she could become a real magician.

After the show, Khaldun escorted her out through the rear entrance to avoid the crowd. “Some of us are going into town,” he said. “There’s a tavern just inside the wall. Would you like to accompany me?”

“Sure,” Jezebel replied, beaming at him.

They walked with a group of wayfarers. Jezebel recognized the magician and his wife, and the trapeze artist. The others chatted, but Khaldun and Jezebel didn’t say a word. She felt awkward—like she should say something, but didn’t know what. She didn’t want to risk sounding stupid again, the way she had earlier, so she kept quiet.

They entered Trey’s tavern to find that business was booming.

“Grab that table in the corner,” Jezebel shouted over the din. “I’ll be right there.”

Khaldun nodded and moved through the crowd. Jezebel scurried behind the bar.

“Jez!” Trey said in surprise. “What are you doing here?” He was dashing around frantically, pouring drinks.

“Hi Trey,” she replied. “I went to see the wayfarers perform.”

“Ah. Wish I could’ve gone. Been a bit busy—help yourself!”

Jezebel took two bottles of mead from under the counter and joined Khaldun. He was sitting with his back to the wall, his staff propped against the corner. He raised one eyebrow at her as she set the bottles on the table.

“It’s my uncle’s place,” she said with a grin.

Khaldun uncorked his mead and took a swig. He furrowed his brow for a moment, savoring the flavor. Then he took a longer drink.

“This is excellent,” he said.

“Sweetest mead in the princedom,” she told him.

“So… how did you like the show?”

“I loved it,” she said. “Especially the magic—I wanted to be a magician when I was little.”

“Ah, well, of course, that’s only stage magic,” Khaldun replied. “It’s not real.”

“Are you a wizard?” Jezebel asked, nodding toward his staff.

“In training,” he said. “Nomad is my mentor—he’s a sorcerer. He’s been with our troupe for ages.”

“So, what is real magic like?” Jezebel asked. “You don’t practice that scary stuff that Myrddin did with the smoke yesterday… do you?”

“Definitely not,” Khaldun replied, a note of fear in his voice. “That’s necromancy. Normal magic doesn’t use specters.”

“Can you show me?”

“Certainly,” Khaldun said, looking around the room. “But not here. Why don’t you meet me tomorrow and I’ll give you a demonstration. Say around noon?”

“Sounds like a plan,” Jezebel said. “But I was hoping for more than a demonstration. Do you think you could teach me?”

“To do magic?” he asked, surprised. Jezebel nodded. “I can try. Not everyone can do it—magic runs in families. If you don’t have any relatives who can do it, you may be disappointed.”

“I’m not sure if I do or not,” she said. “One way to find out!”

There was a ruckus at the door. Jezebel turned to see what was going on. To her dismay, Will walked in with Edward, Zeke, and several townies. She rolled her eyes and turned her attention back to Khaldun.

They talked about the show for a while. Jezebel recounted her memories of going to the circus when she was a little girl. Khaldun told her that he used to be in the magic show—she’d probably seen him.

Khaldun described some of the other places they’d traveled recently; Jezebel told him about her life on the farm. She worried she was boring him, but he seemed fascinated.

It turned out that Khaldun was only two years older than Jezebel. Yet he was so much more experienced and worldly. Jezebel had never traveled outside of Spanbrook.

She found herself slipping into an easy rapport with this wayfarer boy as the evening progressed. The conversation flowed naturally. She felt the kind of connection with him that she’d only ever shared with Allison. But eventually, the discussion turned to the princess.

“So why isn’t she allowed to come to the show?” Khaldun asked.

For the first time since walking into the tavern, Jezebel felt uncomfortable. “Well… I guess Prince Aldo doesn’t hold wayfarers in high regard.”

To her surprise, Khaldun smiled at this. “It’s a typical reaction. The highborn often find our nomadic lifestyle a little… threatening.”

“Threatening? Why?”

“Princedoms rely on law and order to survive. Every citizen fits into the social hierarchy somehow. But we’re different. We come and go as we please, and don’t assume the traditional roles. So usually, the ruling class look down on us as dangerous rabble.”

“I’m sorry they treat you that way,” Jezebel said. “But clearly, it bears no reflection on you personally.”

“There’s no need to apologize,” Khaldun replied. “It doesn’t bother me. And besides, we’re performing at the castle in a few days. I’m sure Allison will be there. Are you two close—do you think you could introduce me?”

“Oh… uh, yes. Sure,” Jezebel stammered.

“I find her stunning,” Khaldun confided, staring down at his mead, which Trey had replaced several times. “I don’t think I’ve ever encountered anyone so beautiful… with maybe one exception.”

“And who was that?” Jezebel asked with a sigh. This certainly wasn’t where she thought the conversation was headed.

Khaldun gazed at his bottle for a long moment. “Her name is Mira,” he said finally. “We were deeply in love. But it wasn’t meant to be.”

“Why? What happened?”

“She inherited a small holding when her father and older brother were killed in a hunting accident,” he explained. “It had been in their family for generations. So, she left our troupe to return to her ancestral home.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” said Jezebel. “But how did she end up with the troupe in the first place?”

“Her mother is a wayfarer,” Khaldun explained. “Mira lived with us when she was younger, but her father brought her to his castle when she was twelve. She longed to return to the wayfarers, though, and finally did when she came of age. But then tragedy struck.”

“Why didn’t you go with her?” Jezebel asked.

“I’m a wayfarer,” he replied with a shrug. “Their people had accepted Mira as one of their own, but only because she was family. And once she came into her inheritance, it became her duty to marry another highborn and produce an heir.”

“Ah, yes,” Jezebel said with a knowing smile. “Allison bears the same responsibility.”

“Has she… Well, is she with anyone? The princess—has she chosen a husband?”

Jezebel laughed. “No, she hasn’t. And I’m sorry to disappoint you, but I don’t think you have any chance with her.”

“Oh?”

“She didn’t find you attractive,” Jezebel said, almost apologetically.

“Yesterday, you mean? When you walked by? Did she actually say so?”

“She didn’t have to,” Jezebel replied. “Let’s just say I know my cousin’s mind when it comes to this sort of thing.”

Khaldun smiled, looking relieved. “We’ll see.”

Jezebel opened her mouth to reply, but Trey walked over to their table.

“Jez, do Robert and Vivien know you’re out this late?” he asked, looking concerned.

“What time is it?” Jezebel asked, suddenly alarmed.

“Well after midnight,” Trey said.

Jezebel was shocked; she’d had no idea so much time had passed. “I’d better go,” she said, getting to her feet.

Khaldun stood up as well. “I’ll walk you out,” he offered.

“No need,” Jezebel said. The tavern was still packed. Khaldun’s friends had spotted him getting up, and beckoned him to the bar. Jezebel noticed that Will, Edward, and Zeke were sitting with them. “Say goodnight to your friends for me.”

Khaldun bent down and kissed her on the cheek. Jezebel’s heart skipped a beat.

“We’re still on for tomorrow?” he asked.

“Noon,” she said, hurrying out of the tavern.


Chapter 5
Magic


Jezebel thought of nothing but Khaldun for the entire trip home. She remembered how his laugh had put her at ease, and the way the corners of his eyes crinkled when he smiled. She realized that physically, he wasn’t as attractive as Will. He lacked Will’s muscles, for one thing. And his facial features were softer. But he possessed a magnetism Jezebel had never sensed in anyone before. Based purely on looks, she would choose Will in a heartbeat. But in Will’s presence, she wanted only to strike him. In contrast, she’d spent the entire night resisting a desire to rip Khaldun’s clothes off and make love to him right there in the tavern.

But more importantly, she could talk to him. Their conversation had lasted hours but seemed like only minutes. She couldn’t wait to see him again.

Back at the farm, she unhitched the horses inside the barn and returned the team to their stalls. She found her father on the front porch, sitting on his rocker, smoking his pipe.

“You’re home late,” he observed.

“I’m sorry,” she said, taking the adjacent chair. “I was at Trey’s. I lost track of time.”

“Good night, then?”

“Great night,” she said, smiling ear to ear. “The boy I met was in the magic show when he was little.”

“No kidding.”

“He’s not anymore. He’s a real wizard now. I’m seeing him again tomorrow, and he’s going to try to teach me… Do you know if we’ve ever had any mages in the family?”

“Not on my side,” he replied. “Can’t say for certain about your mother’s. I don’t think so, but you’d have to ask her. Leda’s mother was a witch; I know that. But of course, that doesn’t affect you.”

“Huh,” said Jezebel. “I never knew Allison had mage’s blood.”

She spent the next twenty minutes telling her father all about her evening. He smoked his pipe and listened.

“Sounds like you really like this… Khaldun, is it?”

“Yes, Khaldun,” she repeated, enjoying the sound of his name. “And yes, I do like him.”

“Husband material, you reckon?”

“Father! I just met him. Let’s not get carried away.”

“I’m sorry. This is the first time I’ve ever seen you react this way to a boy.”

He was right, no question. Jezebel had never met a boy like Khaldun before. And the truth was she had considered what he’d be like as a husband. But she knew it would never work: he was a wayfarer; she was a farm girl. Her future with Allison still seemed much more compelling.

“I don’t know if he’s interested in me,” she said. “He kept asking about the princess.”

“Oh?” He sounded surprised.

“It’s no wonder, is it? She’s much prettier than I am.”

Robert frowned at her for a second. “I don’t think I’d agree with you there.”

“You’re only saying that because I’m your daughter,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Father… what do you think about Princess Salerna? I mean, the way she lives.”

Robert took a long draw on his pipe and blew the smoke out in rings. “What I think doesn’t count for much. It’s not our place to judge others, Jez. Salerna’s an effective leader. So long as her choices don’t harm anyone, it seems to me they’re nobody’s business but her own.”

“You don’t think there’s anything… wrong with it?”

“Just so I’m clear, are we talking about Salerna, or you and Allison?”

Jezebel gasped. He knew. She stared at him for a moment, afraid of what might be coming next. But he merely sat there, calmly smoking his pipe.

“Father… I don’t… We’re…” She was at a loss for words.

“Listen to me, Jezebel. You have to choose your own path in life. Nobody else can decide it for you, not even me. Like I told you before, it’s important to consider the consequences of your actions. But as long as you do right by others, there’s no issue of right or wrong.

“Before I married your mother, the Lord of Hempstead passed away without an heir. My father planned to assign the holding to me. But I wanted a simple life. I abdicated my noble birthright and became a farmer against his wishes. He was never able to come to terms with my decision.

“You’re going to have a rough road ahead if you choose a life with Allison, make no mistake. But I’ll support you if that’s what’s in your heart.”

Jezebel sat there for a moment, stunned. Tears came to her eyes. She threw herself at her father, grabbing him in a hug.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

Robert went up to bed a few minutes later. Jezebel stayed on the porch a while longer, staring up at the stars. But suddenly something caught her eye. She wasn’t sure what it was at first—there was a flash out above the forest. But she saw it again: it was a tongue of fire rising over the trees. She couldn’t be certain, but it appeared to be in the direction of Rockhedge.

Jezebel stood up, wondering what could be going on out there. Tongues of flame licked the sky several more times, but it stopped a few minutes later. She stayed on the porch, waiting to see if anything else would happen. But before long, she grew tired and went upstairs to bed.

Jezebel woke at dawn and spent the morning working on the farm. She ran into Will at one point and did her best to ignore him. He wouldn’t stop staring at her.

But before lunch, she took Pashta out of the stable and left the farm. She rode bareback as she always did on short trips. She’d been riding since she was a little girl; Pashta had been in the family longer than Jezebel.

The trip took little more than half an hour at an easy trot. Jezebel left her horse in the field behind the wayfarer camp. As she walked between the tents, she unbuttoned her shirt a little lower than was strictly proper. She was still hoping to attract Khaldun’s attention despite his apparent lack of interest the previous night.

Unsure where to find him, she walked past the big show tent. She looked around but didn’t see him anywhere. Suddenly she heard someone call her name. She turned around to see Khaldun walking toward her, his staff in one hand, a sack hoisted over the other shoulder.

“Hi,” Jezebel said, running a hand through her hair. “I wasn’t sure where to find you.”

“I figured you’d look for me here,” he said. “I forgot to mention it last night, but I live in the blue tent in the far corner.” He pointed across the camp without taking his eyes off of her. He looked her up and down. “Are you ready to learn some magic?”

“I’m ready to try,” she replied.

Khaldun led her through the tents, beyond the edge of the camp. “I found the perfect place.”

Trees lined the far edge of the field. Not far beyond that, a stream ran through the woods. Jezebel knew it emptied into the Ember farther west.

They came to a meadow next to the stream. Khaldun dropped his sack in the grass and sat down with his legs crossed, his staff across his knees. Jezebel took a seat next to him.

“I’m not exactly sure where to start,” he said. “I realized I have no idea how much you might already know about magical theory.”

“Not a thing,” Jezebel confessed.

“Ah. Well, in that case, I should first explain that this isn’t officially the right way to do this. Although most mages do start out learning a few things from a mentor—and usually at a younger age. But anyone who’s serious attends the university.”

“Is that how you learned?”

“No,” Khaldun replied with a frown. “Nomad has been my only teacher. The university doesn’t accept wayfarers.”

“Oh. Then where did Nomad learn?”

“He didn’t grow up with our people,” Khaldun explained. “His grandmother was a wayfarer, but she left the troupe and married a lord in Northcoast. And they require sorcerers to train at the university regardless. But he joined us when he graduated.”

“Why won’t the university accept wayfarers?”

“I’m not sure, to tell you the truth,” he said with a shrug. “Just an old prejudice, I think. But let’s get started. The first thing to understand about magic is that forces control everything in the world.” He pointed at the stream. “The water flows from the mountains toward the sea. Why?”

“Gravity?” Jezebel replied.

“Exactly. The earth exerts a force that pulls the water downhill. But the water itself carries a force, too. It can smooth stone or eat away at a rock wall. And in the case of a flood or a tidal wave, it can cause great destruction.

“Air acts as a force, too. It moves the clouds and gives birds flight. And of course, fire provides another force.”

“What’s this got to do with magic?” Jezebel asked.

“Everything,” Khaldun said. “Hold up your hand.”

“What?” she said with a giggle.

“Do it. Hold up your hand.”

Jezebel moved her arm over her head, felt stupid, and retracted it immediately.

“How did you do that?” Khaldun asked.

“How did I move my arm?” Jezebel asked incredulously. “Simple. I just did it.”

“Everything in the world acts under the influence of forces. So which force caused your arm to rise?”

“None of them. It was me.”

“Yes, it was you. And you’re right, none of the four natural forces lifted your arm. Living creatures can use their thoughts to move their bodies. And they can apply force to objects in their environment.”

Khaldun picked up a stone and threw it in the stream. “Which force acted upon the rock?”

“Gravity again,” Jezebel said. “The earth pulled the rock down.”

“True, but which force set it in motion in the first place?”

“Your thoughts?”

“Precisely. If I hadn’t picked it up, that stone would have stayed where it was.”

“And… when do we get to magic?”

“We just did! Strictly speaking, magic is the way we use our thoughts to control the world around us. Normally we have to use our limbs. But by extending the force of our thoughts beyond our physical form, we can channel the four natural forces and influence objects in our environment.”

“Show me!”

Khaldun got to his feet. He held his staff in front of him and muttered something under his breath. Suddenly a jet of water sprang from the stream and splashed Jezebel.

“Hey!” she yelled, scrambling to her feet. She slapped Khaldun on the arm.

“I’m sorry!” he said, chuckling sheepishly. “I didn’t mean for it to hit you—I swear! Water spells aren’t my forte.”

“What is your forte?” she asked, still standing very close to him. She could feel the warmth of his body. But suddenly she was distracted—something nudged her ankle.

Jezebel looked down to see a black cat staring up at her. She bent down and stroked the back of its head. It purred loudly.

“Where did you come from?” she asked.

Khaldun cleared his throat. Jezebel looked up, and he tipped his staff toward the animal.

“You called him here?” she asked, confused.

“In a manner of speaking.”

“I don’t understand,” she said, petting the cat.

“It’s not real.”

“What?! Of course it is—I can feel it…”

Khaldun squatted down and reached for the animal’s head. But his hand passed right through it as if it weren’t there.

“How did you…?”

“I told you. There’s no cat here. I conjured the image you’re seeing.”

“That’s impossible! It’s⁠—”

“Close your eyes,” he said, taking her hand. Jezebel swore she could feel a spark when their skin touched. He moved her hand a few inches, very slowly. “Look.”

Jezebel opened her eyes and gasped. Her arm appeared to pass through the cat, her fingers sticking out of its hindquarters.

She stood up and backed away fearfully. “How did you do that?”

Khaldun waved his hand, and the animal vanished. “Illusion. That is my specialty.”

“Which force is that?”

“Magic itself can act as a force,” Khaldun said, sitting down again. He lay his staff beside him. Jezebel sat facing him, her legs crossed. “You can use it to make things appear or disappear—but you can’t actually create or destroy anything. It’s only an illusion.”

“Can you make yourself invisible?” Jezebel asked.

“Yes, that’s one of the first things Nomad taught me,” Khaldun replied. “But the magical force can be used to do many things. Sorcerers can use it to feel other people’s spells. Where you saw and felt a cat, Nomad would have sensed magic as well. If he’d paid attention to it, he would have figured out that the cat wasn’t real.”

“What else can you do with the magical force?” Jezebel asked, fascinated.

“You can imbue objects with mystical properties, for one thing,” Khaldun said. “Nomad and I have a set of mirrors we can use to speak to each other across any distance. And I’ve heard of stones that you can use to see what’s happening in faraway places. But only extremely powerful mages can create such objects.

“And there are spells that can use the magical force to read people’s minds or change their memories. But those are banned by the university.”

“Why?”

“According to Nomad, such spells are dangerous. They can damage a person’s mind and make them go mad.”

“How is a sorcerer different from a witch or wizard?” Jezebel asked.

“They’re much more powerful,” Khaldun said. “In theory, anyone with magic in their blood can become a witch or wizard—although some people are naturally more talented than others. But sorcerers aren’t like the rest of us.”

“What do you mean?”

“You saw Nomad’s skin, his eyes?” Jezebel nodded. “Most mages—magical folk, that is—need a wand or a staff to do magic. But a sorcerer can cast spells the same way you or I can walk. They don’t need any special instrument; they can channel the magical force with their minds and bodies.”

“How do you become a sorcerer?”

“Not by choice,” Khaldun said. “It’s in your blood—either you are one, or you aren’t. I guess it’s only possible if you inherit magic from both of your parents, but even then, you won’t necessarily become one. Sorcerers are extremely rare. Nomad told me there are fewer than twenty living today in the whole world, whereas normal mages are fairly common. The university regulates the education of sorcerers very strictly; in fact, most of them spend their whole lives there. Very few are allowed to take assignments anywhere else.”

“And what about necromancers?” Jezebel asked. “How common are they?”

“As far as I know, Myrddin’s the only one.”

“What? On the whole continent?”

Khaldun nodded. “Necromancy died out hundreds of years ago. The university banned its practice and destroyed every book on the subject. Most people believe that a necromancer’s power meddles with evil. Nobody knows how Myrddin became one.”

“How are they different from other mages?”

“I’m not sure exactly,” said Khaldun. “I did learn recently that only a sorcerer can become a necromancer. But even normal mages can contact the dead and control them to some extent—using a spirit board, for example.” Jezebel thought it would be best not to mention her own experiment with that device. “Sorcerers can achieve much more direct contact with the spirit world. But it comes at a cost—sorcerers can be possessed by demons. Nomad wears a ring to protect him from spectral invasion. All sorcerers do.

“But necromancers achieve a level of power, using spirits, that goes far beyond what any other mage can do. You saw what Myrddin did to that man the other day?”

Jezebel shivered despite the warmth of the day. “Yes.”

“That was an example of necromancy.”

“Well, I don’t ever want to learn that. But you did say you’d teach me normal magic.”

“I haven’t forgotten,” Khaldun said, reaching into his sack. He pulled out a long, rectangular box, ornately carved with patterns of flowers and strange runes. He opened the box to show Jezebel. She gasped.

Inside, sitting on a bed of red velvet, was a wand. It looked like a gnarled tree branch, except that it was black and polished. Jezebel could think of no tree that grew wood so dark.

“It’s beautiful,” she said, reaching for it slowly. “Can I?”

“Go ahead,” Khaldun said, smiling encouragingly.

She picked it up gingerly as if it were fragile. It felt oddly warm in her hand; she guessed it was probably because Khaldun’s sack had been sitting in the sun.

“What kind of wood is this?” she asked.

“Ebony. It’s extremely rare. Hold it by the thick end,” he instructed; she’d been grasping it in the middle.

Jezebel pointed it at the stream, half-hoping to repay Khaldun with a water spray of her own. But nothing happened.

“So, how does this thing work?”

“As I said, it’s an instrument to project the force of your thoughts into the world around you,” Khaldun said. “Wands and staves have powerful charms placed upon them that render them magically conductive. Most of the time, they’re made from certain kinds of wood, but bone can be used, too. Sorcerers at the university make them, and I guess only material that used to be alive can work. And only such an instrument can be used to cast spells. Every spell consists of two parts. First, you have to define your objective. Then you speak the word of command to release the spell.”

“But you didn’t say anything when you made the cat appear.”

“Not out loud,” Khaldun replied. “But you still have to think the words. Some mages can cast their strongest magic nonverbally. It requires more power and proficiency to do it that way—I still have to vocalize most of my spells.”

“So, you can cast illusions without speaking because they’re your specialty?” Jezebel asked.

“Exactly. But illusions also lend themselves more readily to nonverbal casting than most other spells.”

“Teach me something,” Jezebel said with a grin.

“Oh, right. Let’s do a flame. Fire is usually the easiest force to call.”

He spent the next ten minutes teaching Jezebel the incantation and the word of command. Jezebel recited the spell over and over again, but nothing happened.

“This is so frustrating! Can I see you do it?”

Khaldun held his hands in front of him, the staff in his right, his left palm-up. He muttered the spell, and suddenly a tongue of blue fire ignited in his left hand. Jezebel stared in awe. With a flick of Khaldun’s fingers, the flame vanished.

Jezebel cast the spell again, concentrating as hard as she could, and imagining the flame. Suddenly it appeared. She cried out in surprise.

But Khaldun’s face registered shock. “I… that’s remarkable!”

“You didn’t think I could do it?”

“Truthfully, no. Certainly not this fast.”

Jezebel tried to put out the flame by shaking her hand, but it persisted.

“Terminate the spell,” Khaldun told her, still looking impressed.

“What?”

“Recite the spell again,” he said. “But imagine it going out.”

Jezebel formed the thought, then spoke the same words she’d used to cast the spell. The flame vanished.

“Well, it’s clear there must be magic somewhere in your family,” he observed.

“My mom’s side,” she replied. “It must be—my father has no mages in his family.”

“I guess I shouldn’t be too amazed,” Khaldun said. “My first time was quite a bit more dramatic.”

“How so?”

“I was eight. It was in the middle of the magic show—we were playing for a full house. Chuma was doing a trick that was supposed to make me disappear. But really, the cabinet had a revolving partition. When he said the ‘magic words,’ I was supposed to release the mechanism that allowed the back wall to turn. But that night, it jammed. I panicked. I knew he was about to open the cabinet, so… I vanished.”

“You mean you did real magic,” Jezebel said. “But how did you do it without a wand or a staff? I thought only sorcerers could do that?”

“That’s usually true. But sometimes young children under great distress can make it happen. It’s not something they can control, and it’s rarely anything they can repeat.

“I told Chuma what happened after the show. He didn’t believe me. The release mechanism in the cabinet worked fine by that point. But Nomad overheard us. He took me under his wing. He said that children who spontaneously cast spells like that usually grow up to be powerful mages. And after that incident, he wasn’t surprised when I showed a predisposition for illusion.”

“Have you ever done any more magic without your staff?” Jezebel asked.

“Not once. But that brings me to an important point. You should practice as much as you can. Your wand will learn spells as you do. The magic embeds itself in the wood.”

“So, if I used your staff, I’d be able to do everything you can do?”

“No,” said Khaldun. “It won’t work for anyone else. The most powerful wizard in the world could pick up my staff, and it would be as if they were starting over—they would be able to cast only the simplest spells.”

Jezebel placed the wand back in its wooden case. She held it out to Khaldun. “Where can I get one?”

Khaldun smiled at her but didn’t take it. “It’s yours.”

“No—I can’t,” Jezebel said, startled. “It’s much too valuable…”

“A wand is priceless,” he agreed, “but only to the witch who wields it. This wand has displayed an affinity to you. I cannot take it back.”

“But I’m no witch,” she persisted. “It must belong to someone else.”

“It would have been mine,” Khaldun told her. “But I preferred the staff. Nomad’s kept it ever since. I told him I was going to work with you, and he suggested that we use it. He said you could have it if you wanted—and he’ll insist that you keep it once he hears how easily you were able to conjure with it.”

Jezebel tried once more to hand it to him, but Khaldun backed away. She imagined herself becoming a powerful mage, casting spells from the top of Myrddin’s tower, and finally gave in. It felt strange to take this tangible step toward her childhood dream so many years after the fact.

“What happens if I lose it?”

“Well, try not to,” said Khaldun. “If you do, someone like Nomad could transfer your power into a new one, but it would take a few weeks to regain your full strength.”

Khaldun picked up his sack and his staff, and they headed back to the camp.

“You must be hungry—you’re welcome to join us for lunch,” he said.

“I’d like that,” she said. “I am rather famished.”

Jezebel followed him to a gathering at the center of the camp. Dozens of wayfarers were seated at long tables, partaking in what she could only describe as a feast.

“Looks like you started with dessert, eh, Khal?” a man yelled. Jezebel recognized him as the stage magician from the show. The others laughed heartily; Jezebel turned red. Don’t I wish, she thought.

“Mind your manners, Chuma,” Khaldun said, unabashed.

They sat down to eat, and he introduced Jezebel to everyone. The wine flowed freely and she sampled a number of meat and vegetable dishes she’d never seen before. She enjoyed the food immensely and the company more. The wayfarers were friendly, wholesome people. It felt like they’d already accepted her into their family.

But as they finished the meal, Jezebel spotted someone on horseback galloping east along the road. It was Allison—something was wrong.

“I have to go,” she said to Khaldun.

She bade farewell to everyone, and Khaldun walked her to Pashta. Jezebel mounted her horse, and Khaldun handed her the box with her wand.

“Send the princess my greetings,” he said, a hint of longing in his voice.

“I will,” Jezebel replied before galloping away.


Chapter 6
Violation


Jezebel pushed Pashta harder than usual. She knew it must be something dire for Allison to be in such a hurry. She arrived at the farm in half the ordinary time.

Allison was in front of the house, talking to Robert. Jezebel pulled up and jumped down from her horse. Robert nodded to her and walked inside.

“We need to talk,” Allison said. She looked terrified.

Jezebel led her into the barn. They climbed up to the loft and sat in the hay. Allison eyed the box in Jezebel’s hand but didn’t say anything.

“What’s wrong?” Jezebel asked.

“It may be nothing,” Allison said, a note of hysteria in her voice. “But I’m afraid. You remember the nightmare I had?”

Jezebel nodded. “You thought you saw an arm reaching over the canopy of your bed.”

“I saw it again. Only this time, I was wide awake.”

“What?!”

“I woke up last night because I thought I heard a noise. I lay awake for a while, and I heard it again. There was a clinking sound, like someone dragging metal chains. And something growled, like in the Devil’s Wood that night.”

“Maybe that wasn’t just Tess after all,” Jezebel said, recalling the night in the forest.

“I think not,” Allison agreed. “I didn’t sleep well after that. I’ve been tired all day. I lay down to take a nap, and that’s when I saw the arm. I tried to tell myself that I must have imagined it again—perhaps I’d been dozing off without realizing it.

“I got out of bed and drew a bath. I thought maybe that would soothe my nerves. But matters grew worse. I was brushing my hair in the mirror, and I saw a face. Jezebel, there was someone in my room, standing right behind me. But I turned, and he was gone.”

“What did he look like?”

“Not human,” Allison said, her voice quavering with fear. “The face was blackened, as by fire, and gnarled, with glowing red eyes. I’ve never seen anything like it…”

“We should go to Myrddin,” Jezebel said. “He’ll know what to do.”

“No! I can’t. If my father hears of this, he’ll think I’m crazy.”

“But Myrddin said we disturbed a demon at Rockhedge. What if it’s haunting you?”

“That’s why I came to get you. I want you to stay with me. If you see the same things, we’ll go to Myrddin. I have to be sure, though. I need proof that I’m not losing my mind.”

Jezebel ran inside and put her wand away in her closet. She let her father know where she was going, then rode back to Spanbrook Town with Allison. They spent much of the afternoon shopping in the market. Allison purchased a fancy dress for Jezebel.

“The wayfarers are coming to perform in a few days. Father said I could invite you, but he wanted to make sure you wore proper attire.”

“Fair enough,” Jezebel said.

“I’ll enjoy dressing you up in this,” Allison whispered with a mischievous smile. “You’re going to look ravishing.”

They returned to the castle and looked in on Prince Aldo at dinner. He was in the Great Hall with Myrddin, Oswald, and his other advisers, planning his tour of the princedom. The girls supped in the private dining room in the keep. Jezebel hardly touched her food; she was still full from her feast with the wayfarers.

Afterward, they retired to Allison’s chambers. They sat in the bay window, watching people bustle around in the courtyard below. Once the sun had gone down, they changed into their nightgowns and climbed into bed.

“I don’t want anything to happen,” Allison said quietly, “yet at the same time, I’m counting on it.”

They lay there for a while in silence. Jezebel was on her side, behind her cousin, her arm around Allison’s waist. Everything was quiet.

Jezebel grew bored. She started kissing Allison’s neck; Allison moaned softly. She turned and kissed Jezebel full on the lips. Jezebel pulled Allison’s nightgown off of her and they made love.

Jezebel lay back with a sigh when they were done. Allison pulled her close and draped her arm across her stomach. Within a few minutes, Jezebel started to doze off.

“What did you do with the wayfarer boy today?”

“He taught me magic,” Jezebel replied sleepily. “He gave me a wand.”

“Is that what you had in the box?”

“Mmm.”

They were silent for a moment.

“Did you kiss him?” Allison asked.

“No. Why, are you jealous?”

“Not if you didn’t do anything.”

“Would you be if I had?”

“Of course,” Allison said. “You’re mine.”

“Well, you have nothing to worry about. Khaldun is madly in love with you.”

“No!”

“Truly. We went to Trey’s after the show. You were all he could talk about. I think he’s hoping to take you to bed.”

Jezebel could feel Allison shiver slightly. “Disgusting,” she said. Jezebel giggled at her.

They fell asleep a few minutes later. Jezebel had sweet dreams of floating in the clouds. She woke up a few hours later because she had to urinate. She got out of bed and walked into the adjoining washroom. As she sat on the ceramic bowl, she decided that this alone provided enough reason to move into the castle. The same situation back home would have necessitated a trip outdoors. This proved particularly troublesome during the winter.

Jezebel knew they’d run pipes from a lake in the nearby hills to provide water to the castle. Her grandfather had spent a fortune to have the system built, but she felt it was well worth it.

She climbed back into bed and curled up next to Allison. But as she started to drift off, she heard a noise. Jezebel sat bolt upright, listening intently, her heart hammering in her chest. There was another noise—a muffled snarling. She looked around, trying to determine the source of the sound. Suddenly she heard scratching—something was clawing at the edge of the bed. A scream escaped Jezebel’s lips as she pulled her cousin away from it.

“What is it?” Allison asked groggily.

There was a bang, and the bed jolted violently. The girls scrambled off the mattress and dashed across the room. Allison fumbled around on her bureau to light an oil lamp. It flared to life, casting a yellow glow across the floor.

Despite her terror, Jezebel took the lamp from her and crept toward the bed.

“What are you doing?” Allison hissed.

Jezebel dropped to her hands and knees. She pushed the lamp ahead of her and peered under the bed.

There was nothing there. Jezebel let out a sigh of relief.

They went back to bed but lay awake for a long time. Jezebel held Allison close. Eventually, Allison fell asleep. Jezebel remained alert for the rest of the night but didn’t see or hear anything else.

Jezebel and Allison went to see Myrddin first thing in the morning. But he wasn’t in his tower. They searched the entire castle, but nobody had seen him. The girls were heading back to the keep when they spotted him riding into the courtyard on his horse. They followed him into the stables, accosting him as he dismounted.

He smiled as he greeted them, but a look of grave concern grew over his features as the girls told their story. They recounted each incident in great detail and expressed their suspicion that it was the demon from the Devil’s Wood.

Myrddin appeared lost in thought for a moment. “I think you must be correct. The entity you disturbed in the Devil’s Wood has followed you here, Your Highness. When you opened yourself to the spirit world at Rockhedge, it must have imprinted upon you. I find it most disturbing that it was able to enter the keep without my knowledge.”

“What should we do?” Allison asked. “Can you drive it away?”

“I believe so,” Myrddin replied. “I will establish a barrier around the keep—the demon should not be able to penetrate it. But if you experience another encounter, come to me immediately.

“Also… there is one more precaution we should take. The demon may try to possess you. Normally this is quite difficult. But you appear to have a natural affinity for the spirit world—that would help explain the demon’s attraction to you.”

“What can we do?” Allison asked, panic in her voice.

“Come with me,” Myrddin said, striding away.

They followed him to his tower. Inside his chamber, he opened a cabinet that contained dozens of glass bottles. After a minute, he selected two small flasks. He brought them to his desk along with a vial. He poured a few drops of each liquid into the vial. Next, he held his hand over the glass and muttered an incantation. The contents began to smoke.

“Quickly, drink this,” he said, handing it to Allison.

She took it in one swig. “What is that?” she asked, crinkling her nose. “I’ve never tasted anything so bitter.”

“Close your eyes,” Myrddin instructed. He placed his hands on her temples and spoke several words in a language Jezebel didn’t recognize. Allison swooned; Myrddin caught her before she hit the floor. But an instant later, she recovered.

“What happened?” she asked, her eyes slightly unfocused.

“I have closed your mind to the spirit world. It will now be impossible for the demon to possess you. But I cannot stress this enough: do not use the spirit board again. Doing so would force your mind open again and make you an easy target.”

“I understand,” Allison said earnestly.

Jezebel decided to stay with the princess for a few days. Allison sent a messenger to notify Robert and Vivien. But it seemed that whatever measures Myrddin had taken were effective. The demon did not return.

The wayfarers came to the castle two days later. Jezebel and Allison ate a light meal in the private dining room late that afternoon. They returned to the princess’s chambers to prepare for the show. After sharing a bath, they helped each other into their corsets.

“I can barely breathe,” Jezebel complained. “What is the point of this thing?”

“It accentuates your figure and pushes up your bosom,” Allison explained. She adjusted Jezebel’s breasts inside the garment. “There. Maximum cleavage.”

Jezebel put on her dress next. It was much fancier and more colorful than anything else she owned. Finally, Allison spent nearly an hour applying their makeup.

Jezebel gazed in the mirror. “I hardly recognize myself.”

“I told you I’d make you ravishing,” Allison said over her shoulder. “The only trouble is now I want to rip your clothes back off.”

“That’ll have to wait, I’m afraid.”

They walked into the great hall five minutes later. The room was crowded; every wealthy merchant and craftsman from Spanbrook Town was in attendance, as well as many of the larger landholders from the surrounding area. Jezebel knew her father had probably received an invitation, but he avoided the castle as much as possible. “I spent enough time there growing up,” he always said.

There was a stage at the front of the hall. Chairs and benches filled the rest of the room. Jezebel accompanied Allison to the front row. They took the two seats next to Prince Aldo. Jezebel spotted Khaldun sitting with Nomad and Badru, the wayfarer leader, at the end of the row. Khaldun smiled at her.

The show began a few minutes later. It was different than the one Jezebel had watched at the wayfarer camp. The clowns had tamed down their shenanigans, and there were no trapeze or high-wire acts. In the middle of the show, several actors performed a short play. Jezebel had seen it once before—it was a tragedy about a king who unknowingly murders his father and marries his mother.

Jezebel kept sneaking glances at Khaldun throughout the production. But he wouldn’t stop staring at Allison. The princess didn’t seem to notice, but Aldo certainly did. His expression grew more austere by the minute. Before long, he took his daughter’s hand, as if to defend his territory.

By the end of the show, Jezebel decided she’d enjoyed the first performance much more. The wayfarers seemed more reserved here. And the absence of the aerial acts detracted from the excitement.

Aldo pulled Allison aside the moment the performers finished taking their bow. Allison looked upset. She walked back to Jezebel a moment later.

“What’s going on?” Jezebel asked.

“He’s making me leave!” Allison said indignantly.

“What? Why?”

“He doesn’t want me mingling with the wayfarers!”

“Ah,” Jezebel replied knowingly. “I guess I’m not surprised. Khaldun couldn’t take his eyes off of you. Your father noticed.”

“But that’s ridiculous. Is he afraid I’m going to run off and join the troupe?!”

“I doubt it. But Khaldun’s stare was rather predatory. I’m sure your father doesn’t want you to become his prey.” Jezebel noticed that Aldo was glaring at them. He caught her eye and pointed at the doors. “Come on,” she said to Allison. “I’ll go with you.”

“No, stay. There’s no reason for you to suffer too.”

“You’re sure?”

Allison nodded. “I’ll go to my chambers like a good little girl. But don’t keep me waiting too long.” She kissed her platonically and strode out of the hall.

Jezebel followed her progress. Several heads turned in her wake. One fat old merchant made the mistake of ogling her in full view of his wife. The woman grabbed his chin and turned his face back to her.

“She is quite alluring, isn’t she?” someone said over Jezebel’s shoulder. She turned. It was Khaldun.

“Indeed,” Jezebel replied.

“It’s a shame she’s leaving so soon. I was hoping to meet her.”

“Yes, well, that’s exactly why she’s departing,” Jezebel told him. “The prince caught you staring.”

Khaldun did his best to look affronted. “I did not stare. His Highness is imagining things.”

Jezebel rolled her eyes.

She joined him and socialized with the guests for a time, introducing him to the people she knew from town. Although she knew they shared Aldo’s low regard for wayfarers, most greeted him politely.

After a while, Jezebel grew bored. “Do you want to get out of here?”

“I thought you’d never ask,” Khaldun replied. “Perhaps you could give me a tour of the castle? Nomad described the way the Ember flows through the building, but I’d love to see it firsthand.”

“Certainly,” she said, smiling to herself. Jezebel knew the docks would be deserted at this hour. She wouldn’t mind spending some time alone with him. For a moment, she thought of Allison waiting for her in her chambers and felt a twinge of guilt. But she didn’t expect anything serious to develop with Khaldun. Given his preoccupation with the princess, she’d be lucky to steal a kiss.

“Nomad would love to see this,” Khaldun said, scanning the room. “Let me see if I can find him.”

Jezebel shook her head in exasperation—so much for being alone. But Nomad was nowhere to be seen. She led Khaldun out a set of doors on the side of the hall. They walked down two flights of stairs and along a narrow hallway. Jezebel hadn’t been down here in ages, but she remembered the way perfectly. She and Allison used to go exploring when she was little. For years, their favorite pastime was searching for secret chambers and hidden tunnels. Jezebel knew about two passages that led out of the castle; one ended at the wall in the west end of town, the other behind a smithy. She and Allison had always suspected there were more, but couldn’t find them.

A few minutes later they emerged into a dimly lit expanse that spanned the width of the castle. The Ember flowed through a channel in the stone floor. The air was cool and moist. Open space extended to the castle walls on both sides of the river. Great arches straddled the water at regular intervals. Stone steps protruded from their faces, providing passage across the channel. Khaldun walked to the first of these structures.

“Quite the feat of engineering,” he said, running his hand across the stone. “Nothing like this exists anywhere else on the continent.”

“One of Spanbrook’s many treasures,” Jezebel said, taking his hand and batting her eyelashes at him. He hardly seemed to notice.

They strolled along the river for a while. Khaldun told her about some of the other castles he’d visited in his travels.

“Spanbrook seems to strike a balance between form and function,” he said. “Many of those I’ve seen are little more than forts, but some would be utterly useless in battle. Stoutwall, for example, has a palace made to look like a castle. It’s got enormous stained glass windows on the ground floor and lacks a proper gate. An enemy could march right inside—it’s totally indefensible.”

“Why do they call it Stoutwall?” Jezebel asked.

“Well, the old castle’s damn-near impregnable. But I guess Augustine grew tired of living in it. He figures they could relocate there pretty quickly if anyone ever attacks.”

“I’d love to visit some of these places,” Jezebel said.

“Funny,” Khaldun replied. “I was thinking I wouldn’t mind settling down here.”

“Truly?” Jezebel asked, surprised. “After all the places you’ve been, Spanbrook hardly seems interesting.”

“That’s only because you’ve lived here your whole life,” he said. “I find it quite attractive. Say, do you think we might pay Princess Allison a visit? Would I be allowed inside the keep if I came as your guest?”

Jezebel sighed. Aldo certainly wouldn’t approve. And undoubtedly he’d instructed the guards to be on alert for unwanted visitors tonight. But they knew Jezebel was part of the family. Odds were good they wouldn’t prevent her from bringing a wayfarer inside. “Why not? I must warn you, though: you’re wasting your time.”

“We’ll see,” he said with a smile.

She led him across one of the arches. They entered a maze of corridors on the other side of the river and made their way up a long flight of stairs. Eventually, they emerged in the courtyard. It appeared that the party had broken up. Numerous couples were walking about, arm in arm.

Still holding Khaldun’s hand, Jezebel walked up to the main entrance of the keep. The guard gave her a strange look but bowed and opened the door. They walked upstairs and down the corridor.

“You’re in for a rude awakening,” Jezebel said with a smile as they approached Allison’s chambers. But suddenly she froze—someone had screamed. It was Allison.

Jezebel flung the doors open and ran inside. The sight before her nearly stopped her heart. Allison was lying in bed, the bodice of her dress torn open. A man was on top of her, totally naked. He held her wrists pinned to the bed as he thrust his hips between her legs. Allison screamed and thrashed, but couldn’t stop him from raping her.

Khaldun ran past Jezebel. He grabbed the man and wrenched him off the princess, throwing him to the floor. The figure stood slowly, and Jezebel realized who it was: Nomad.

Only something was wrong. His golden body looked like it had been carved from stone, every muscle chiseled to perfection. But his face was contorted, and his red eyes seemed to glow.

Nomad threw a fireball, knocking Khaldun across the room.

Allison tried to scramble off the bed. But with a gesture, Nomad pulled her back and turned her over, mounting her again. A scream ripped from Allison’s throat.

Jezebel sprang into action. She dashed across the room to the fireplace—Allison’s two-handed sword was propped in the corner. She removed it from its scabbard and ran to the bed. With a great overhead stroke, she smashed the blade across Nomad’s back.

He screamed in agony. Jezebel tried to pull the sword free, but it had lodged in his flesh. Dismounting the princess, Nomad reached back and yanked the blade free. He climbed out of bed and moved toward Jezebel.

“You’re next, my precious,” he said, casting the sword aside. But his voice was wrong—it sounded more like a growl.

At that moment, half a dozen of the prince’s guards flew into the room. Nomad lunged at Jezebel. He grabbed her dress and ripped it open. The guards descended upon him. It took four of them to wrestle him to the floor.

Jezebel backed away and nearly fell over Khaldun. She dropped to her knees next to him. He sat up, conscious but groggy.

Aldo strode into the chamber, Myrddin, Oswald, and Badru on his heels. He scanned the room. The guards had Nomad back on his feet. He was covered in blood and seemed to wilt between the two men holding him up. Allison was on the bed, holding a sheet around her half-naked form, sobbing uncontrollably.

Jezebel ran to Allison. She jumped into bed and pulled her close.

“What the hell is going on?” Aldo demanded.

The guards explained what they’d seen. But they’d arrived late.

“He raped the princess!” Jezebel shouted, pointing at Nomad.

Aldo’s eyes snapped to the sorcerer. Badru looked at the man in horror and disbelief.

“It wasn’t me,” Nomad said quietly, his voice back to normal. “A specter entered my body. I tried to banish it, but… it was much too powerful. It made me do terrible things.” He looked at Allison, tears streaming down his face. “I am so sorry, Your Highness… I tried to stop it…”

“WHAT IS THIS NONSENSE?!” Aldo roared. “Did you rape my daughter, or did you not?”

“I did,” Nomad said, closing his eyes tight and turning away from the princess, as if the sight of her were too much to bear.

“Your Highness,” Myrddin said quietly. “If I could have a word…”

“What is it?” Aldo shouted, rounding on his necromancer.

“Perhaps if we stepped outside…”

“Speak your mind, Myrddin.”

“As you wish. You recall the demon Her Highness disturbed in the Devil’s Wood? I have reason to believe it has been haunting her. Here.”

“WHAT?! Why wasn’t I informed?”

“My apologies… When Her Highness came to me, I put certain protections into place. The demon could no longer enter the keep on its own. I was attempting to track and bind the monster—I didn’t want to bother you with this until…”

“Is the sorcerer telling the truth?” Aldo demanded.

Myrddin looked at Nomad and nodded. “I have no reason to doubt it. Sorcerers do run the risk of demonic possession. The same channels of power that allow them to project the magical force also leave them open to unwanted entry from the spirit world. The demon must have invaded Nomad’s body to bypass my barrier and enter the keep.”

“It’s true,” Jezebel said timidly. “His face was wrong… and his voice didn’t sound human. I believe him.”

Aldo turned to Badru. “If what they say is true, then I will not hold you responsible for bringing a rapist into my castle.” Badru looked relieved. “But if I ever find out differently, I will hunt you down to answer for this crime.”

Aldo turned to Myrddin. “Kill him.”

“Your Highness?” Myrddin said, confused.

“What?!” Badru shouted. “You just said…”

“THIS MAN RAPED MY DAUGHTER!” Aldo yelled, spittle flying from his mouth. “He will be held accountable for his actions. Myrddin—NOW!”

Myrddin let out a long sigh and bowed his head. “I am sorry, Nomad,” he muttered. He held his arms out to his sides.

The guards backed away from the sorcerer. Nomad nearly toppled over when they let go of him, but managed to catch his balance. He held both hands in front of him. Out of nowhere, a glowing sheet of red light formed above him and covered him like a blanket.

Serpents of black smoke slithered around the sorcerer but couldn’t penetrate the barrier. They disappeared. Tiny balls of fire took their place—dozens of them. They burned through the barrier in seconds. Nomad screamed as the smoke serpents returned, using the openings to eat holes in his flesh. They burrowed deep inside his body.

Jezebel turned away as Nomad fell writhing to the floor. She cowered against Allison. Nomad’s screams lasted only seconds more. The room fell silent except for Allison’s sobs.

“Allison, are you injured?”

Jezebel looked up. Aldo was standing at the end of the bed, a haunted look in his eyes. It was he who had spoken.

“She was just raped, Your Highness,” Jezebel said with cold fury. “Of course, she’s injured.”

Aldo turned away. “Guard—fetch the healer!”

One of the men nodded and ran from the room.

Aldo departed next, Badru and Oswald right behind him. Jezebel could hear Badru yelling all the way down the hall.

Myrddin moved to the bed. “Help will be here soon,” he said, taking Allison’s hand.

“Thank you,” she replied with a whimper.

Myrddin knelt next to Nomad’s body. Khaldun, on his feet now, stood behind him. Myrddin removed a ring from the man’s finger. He handed it to the wayfarer.

“I thought that ring was supposed to protect him from possession,” Jezebel said.

“The soul of a sorcerer burns like a beacon in the spirit world,” Myrddin said. “This ring only hides that light; it does not close the channels of power. If it did, the sorcerer would be unable to cast spells. The ring only makes the sorcerer difficult to find; apparently the demon found a way around that particular defense.”

“Nomad had a mirror,” Khaldun said, and Jezebel noticed for the first time that he was crying. “I’d like to keep it, if… if I could.”

“Check his robes,” Myrddin replied, pointing to the corner of the room.

Khaldun retrieved the mirror. Myrddin ordered the guards to remove the body and escorted Khaldun outside.

“I’ll be right back,” Jezebel whispered, kissing Allison on the top of the head. She followed them into the hallway, closing the door behind her.

“You need to capture the demon and put a stop to this madness,” she implored Myrddin.

Myrddin nodded, sorrow in his eyes. “We are beyond that now. The monster must be destroyed, not captured. There’s only one way to do it; I will need Aldo’s approval.”

“Get it soon,” Jezebel hissed. “I won’t see her go through this again.”

Myrddin walked away with Khaldun. Jezebel waited till they’d gone around the corner, then returned to Allison’s side. They were alone now. She held the princess tight. Listening to her cousin’s sobs, she broke down in tears herself.


Chapter 7
Quest


The healer arrived a few minutes later. Only when he removed Allison’s sheet did Jezebel realize the princess’s thighs were blood-streaked. She helped Allison take off the remainder of her dress so the healer could examine her.

Jezebel sat beside her and held her hand. The healer noted a bruise forming on Allison’s cheek.

“He punched me,” she explained.

He proceeded to clean the blood from her legs and groin. Allison flinched when he touched her genitals.

“You’re lucky,” he proclaimed a few minutes later. “You’ll have some bruising on the pubic bone. But there is only minor tearing of the labia—that was the source of the bleeding. The hymen’s long gone, otherwise…”

“Yes, thank you,” Allison said impatiently.

The healer left, and servants arrived to clean the room. Allison covered herself in her sheet. “I feel dirty,” she said, starting to cry again.

“I’ll draw a bath,” Jezebel said, getting out of bed.

“Don’t leave me,” Allison pleaded. “I’ll come with you.”

They walked into the washroom and closed the door. Jezebel stopped the drain in the tub and opened the faucet. Once the tub was full, she removed her clothes and climbed in with Allison. They sat in silence while Jezebel washed the princess from head to toe.

“I’ve never been so scared,” Allison said finally, crying again. “I thought he was going to kill me.”

“You’re safe now,” Jezebel told her.

“I don’t understand how he got inside the keep… Why didn’t the guards stop him?”

“He was a sorcerer,” Jezebel said. “He could make himself invisible. He must have followed someone else inside.”

“I thought it was you when I heard my door open,” Allison said, staring across the room. “I tried to scream, but he did something… no sound would come out. The next thing I knew…” Allison sobbed, unable to get the words out. “He threw me on the bed and… ripped my dress…”

Jezebel pulled her into a hug and spoke softly to her. “It’s over now. He’ll never touch you again. Let’s dry you off and get you to bed.”

She climbed out of the tub and walked to the closet to grab a towel. But when she looked in the mirror, she gasped. She saw Nomad standing behind her, sneering. Jezebel whirled around and slipped on the wet tile. Recovering her balance, she saw that no one was there.

“What’s wrong?” Allison asked, suddenly alarmed.

“Nothing,” Jezebel lied. “I nearly fell, that’s all.”

She dried them both off, wrapped Allison in the towel, and walked her into the bedchamber. The servants were gone. The bed was made, and the room held no trace of the night’s events.

Jezebel fetched two nightgowns from the bureau. They both got dressed and went to bed. Allison cried for a long time. But eventually, she fell asleep in Jezebel’s arms.

Jezebel stayed awake the whole night, fearful that the demon would return. But mercifully, there were no more intrusions.

Sunlight streamed through the bay window at dawn. Allison woke with a start. She sat up abruptly, scanning the room.

“What is it?” Jezebel asked.

Allison shook her head and gathered Jezebel into a hug. She got out of bed and dressed for her training session with Badrick in silence. Jezebel walked her down to the courtyard and watched her lesson for a few minutes. Allison seemed unfocused; she was only going through the motions. Yet Badrick hardly criticized her; Jezebel wondered if someone had told him what happened. It was unlike him to go easy on the princess.

Jezebel went to Myrddin’s tower. The door was unlocked. She let herself in and walked up to the necromancer’s chamber. She found him sitting at his desk, his head in his hands. Jezebel cleared her throat.

“Ah,” Myrddin said, looking surprised to see her standing there. “Good morning.”

“Have you spoken to the prince?”

“I have,” he replied, shaking his head. “His Highness will not allow me to perform the necessary⁠—”

“What?! Why?”

“He has forbidden me to speak of it. But I assure you, I will do everything in my power to keep the demon away.”

“No! You said yourself it has to be destroyed!”

“I am sorry, child,” he said. “There is no more I can do. But I believe the danger to the princess will be minimal.”

“You can’t be serious! The demon possessed Nomad and raped Allison. You call that minimal?!”

“Only sorcerers can be possessed so easily—and there are no sorcerers in Spanbrook. The odds of the demon finding a way to invade and control anyone else…”

“This is unacceptable! You speak of odds? I won’t let you gamble with her safety. The demon found a way to possess Nomad despite his ring. Do you expect me to believe that it will be incapable of possessing someone else and raping her again? The demon entered her chambers again last night—despite your spells and barriers. Am I supposed to stand aside and watch it terrorize her?”

Myrddin stared at her for a moment. A tear slipped down his cheek. “My hands are tied. I’m sorry.”

Jezebel stormed out of the tower. She marched across the courtyard, past Allison and Badrick and barged into Aldo’s offices. Finding the antechamber empty, she walked through the room and flung open the doors to his private chamber.

Aldo looked up in surprise. Oswald, sitting across the desk from him, jumped from his chair as if he’d sat on a bed of nails.

“What do you think you’re doing?” he demanded, grabbing her by the arm to escort her out of the room.

“Wait,” Aldo called. His face was drawn, and there were dark circles under his eyes. “What is it, Jezebel?”

Suddenly the brazenness of her actions caught up with her. One did not intrude upon the prince’s privacy uninvited. Yet the deed was done, and Allison’s situation was desperate. Jezebel found her uncle intimidating, but she pressed ahead.

“Your Highness, Myrddin tells me he knows a way to destroy the demon… but he says you won’t allow…”

Aldo let out a long sigh and ran his hands over his head. “Oswald, please excuse us for a few minutes,” he said, sitting up straight. He motioned Jezebel to a chair.

“I want to thank you,” he said once Jezebel had sat down, and Oswald had left the room. “These past many months have been rough on Allison—on both of us. She confided in Leda in a way she’s never done with me. They were close. The way you are now. I’ve allowed Allison to stay with you as often as she wants because you’ve filled that void for her.”

“Yes, sir.”

“You must understand, I would do anything to protect my daughter. But the method that Myrddin has suggested is madness. The risk to Allison would be far too great—not to mention the danger to Myrddin.”

“Forgive me, uncle, but I cannot imagine a danger greater than⁠—”

“I’ve made my decision. I will not imperil her any further.”

“But what could Myrddin’s spell possibly entail that…”

Aldo shook his head. “It is unthinkable. Do not ask me to describe it. We will have to rely upon Myrddin’s skill to keep the monster away.”

Jezebel returned to the courtyard. Allison was gone—Badrick must have ended her lesson early. She found the princess in her chambers, sitting in bed, hugging her knees to her chest.

Jezebel sat next to her. “How did your training go?”

Allison didn’t reply.

“I’m hungry—will you come have breakfast with me?”

Allison shook her head slightly.

Jezebel could only imagine the torment she was enduring. The princess had to carry on with her life as if nothing had happened. Yet the demon was still out there; it could victimize her again at any time.

Why wouldn’t Aldo allow Myrddin to destroy the monster? Jezebel couldn’t fathom anything more harmful to her cousin than the ongoing threat the demon represented.

She had to do something. Later that morning, she told Allison that she was going to return home to visit her parents. Allison begged her not to leave; Jezebel assured her she’d come back as quickly as possible. Allison told her to take her horse to make the journey faster.

In reality, Jezebel had no intention of going to the farm. Instead, she rode to the wayfarer camp. But when she arrived, most of the tents were gone. The wayfarers were packing up and getting ready to move on. She found Khaldun inside the blue tent he’d told her was his—it was one of the few still standing.

“What’s going on?” Jezebel asked. “Why are you leaving?”

“The prince thought it would be best,” he said with a shrug. The gleam in his eyes and his easy smile were gone. “Badru agreed. He’s furious about Nomad. I can’t say I blame him—Nomad was like a father to me. I never knew my parents; they died from the plague when I was very young.”

“I’m so sorry…”

Khaldun looked at the ground, then back at Jezebel. “How’s the princess?”

“Not well,” Jezebel said. “In fact, that’s why I wanted to talk to you…”

She told him everything that had happened with the demon, starting with the night in the Devil’s Wood. And she related her conversations with Myrddin and Aldo.

“Things make more sense now, at least,” Khaldun said, looking troubled. “I was puzzled last night when the necromancer talked about the demon. I didn’t realize the princess was being haunted—that can be extremely dangerous. Nomad knew a witch once who was… well, never mind. It’s not important.”

“No, tell me—what happened to her?”

Khaldun paused for a moment. “The haunting grew in severity over time. It drove her to madness. In the end, she took her own life.”

Jezebel shook her head. “I won’t let that happen to Allison. Do you know what Myrddin was talking about—do you know how to destroy a demon?”

“No,” Khaldun said. “I don’t think Nomad did either—that clearly falls within the purview of necromancy.”

“Do you know anyone who might be able to help us?” Jezebel asked, desperation in her voice.

Khaldun looked thoughtful for a few seconds. “As I told you, Myrddin’s the only necromancer on the entire continent. And the university banned that field of study ages ago. But Nomad’s old mentor sits on the school’s board of governors—he’s a sorcerer named Enigma. He’s no necromancer, but if anyone would know the necessary spells, he would.”

“Truly? Do you think he’d talk to me? How do I find him?”

“He lives on the campus,” Khaldun said. “I’ve met him a couple of times. He’s very wise, I’m sure he’d be willing to help…”

“That’s good news!” Jezebel’s desperation finally yielded to this small glimmer of hope. “But I’ve never traveled outside of Spanbrook—how do I get to the university?”

Khaldun chuckled. “You don’t. Not alone, anyway. The journey is extremely perilous—things are different outside of Spanbrook.”

“But I must! Don’t you understand? Allison is in danger—I have to try. Please, tell me how to get there!”

“I’ll do better than that,” Khaldun said. “I’ll go with you.”

“You… No, I can’t ask you to do this,” Jezebel said, although her heart lifted at the prospect.

“With Nomad gone there’s nothing left for me here with the troupe. And even if I drew you a map, you’d never make it alone. As you said, you’ve never journeyed outside these borders. I’m an experienced traveler—and I know the way.”

Jezebel grabbed him in a hug so forcefully that she nearly toppled him over. “Thank you.”

“You may not be so grateful once we get underway,” he said, hugging her back. “It’s going to take weeks to get there.”

“Weeks?!” Jezebel said, pulling away. She’d anticipated a journey of a few days.

“Maybe as long as three weeks,” he confirmed with a nod. “But we could do it in two and a half if we make good time.”

“But… Then it will take that long to get back, too…”

“Yes,” Khaldun replied with a grin. “That’s generally how it works.”

“What are we waiting for? Let’s go!” She started walking out of the tent.

Khaldun grabbed her by the arm. “Slow down—we can’t just run off. We need provisions and gear… and horses.”

Jezebel stopped to consider the situation. She realized she was being foolish—he was right, of course. “How soon do you think we can leave?”

“In the morning. I’ll collect the gear we need… and I’ll have to let Badru know. He isn’t going to be happy. With Nomad and me both gone, he won’t have anyone left to protect our people. He’ll have to find a new mage. And he may not let me take much in the way of food or supplies…”

“I’ll take care of that,” Jezebel said. “We can stay at my house tonight. I have to tell my parents. They won’t be pleased either. We have plenty of provisions, but I don’t know what to do about horses. We have two, but Father’s going to need them for the farm.”

“It’ll take longer on foot, but we’ll manage,” Khaldun said with a shrug.

“That’s it then. I’ll go tell Allison what we’re doing, and I’ll meet you back here.”

She started to walk away again, but Khaldun called her back.

“Hang on—give this to the princess.” He was rummaging through his pack. “Here it is.” He handed her a small circular mirror in a frame of black resin.

“Why? Wait—is this the mirror you told me about?”

“Yes,” he said, holding up its twin. “This will allow us—you—to communicate with her on the journey.”

Jezebel hugged him again. “This is perfect. But…” She backed up a step, eyeing him suspiciously. “You’re not coming with me to try to win the princess’s heart or anything stupid like that, are you?”

“What? No—of course not…”

“Because I am telling you, you are wasting your time if⁠—”

“Jezebel, I am doing this for you. As I said, you’d never get there alone. And besides… I was thinking of leaving the troupe anyway. I like it here in Spanbrook.” He shrugged.

Jezebel nodded. “I’ll be back.”

Jezebel left the camp and rode back to the castle. She found Allison sitting in her bay window, staring outside. The princess didn’t even turn to see who it was when Jezebel entered her chamber.

“I have to go away for a little while,” Jezebel said, sitting next to her and taking her hand.

“Go away?” Allison asked, turning to her, sadness and confusion in her face. “Why?”

Jezebel explained everything that had happened with Myrddin and Aldo. She felt horrible dumping this news on the princess, but she had no choice. It was the only way to make her understand why she had to leave.

“Khaldun knows a sorcerer at the university. He’ll help us find a way to destroy the demon.”

“But it takes weeks to travel that far,” Allison said, panic in her voice. “How will you find the way?”

“Khaldun is going with me—he knows how to get there. And he gave me this.” She handed her the mirror. “He’s got its twin. We can use them to talk to each other. Look for me every night at sunset.”

Allison took the mirror and examined it skeptically.

“He’s used it plenty of times,” Jezebel assured her. “It will work.”

“What are you going to do about horses?” Allison asked. “Surely you’re not planning to walk the whole way?”

“I’m going to talk to my father. I might be able to take our team,” she said doubtfully.

Allison got to her feet. She walked to her desk, pulled out a sheet of paper, and scrawled a note upon it.

“Give this to the stable master,” she said. “You can take my mare and another.”

Jezebel took the note and nodded. Allison began to cry. She pulled Jezebel into a hug. “Thank you,” she whispered.

“I’m going to save you,” Jezebel told her, her own eyes starting to water.

“Hurry back,” Allison pleaded.

Jezebel took her head in her hands and kissed her on the lips. “I will, I promise.”

“I love you so much,” Allison said, smiling for the first time.

Jezebel kissed her once more and left the room. She retrieved the horses and returned to the wayfarer camp. She found them packed up and ready to depart. Khaldun was standing by the road, talking to Badru. They hugged as Jezebel approached, and then Badru walked back to the troupe.

Khaldun greeted Jezebel; his eyes were red and puffy. They packed the gear onto one of the horses and headed east along the road. Back at the farm, Jezebel stabled the horses. She dragged Khaldun into the fields to find her father.

They located Robert with several hands in a pasture on the southern edge of the property. Jezebel introduced him to Khaldun and told him they needed to talk. Will and Edward both cast jealous glances at Khaldun. Seeing the three of them together, Jezebel knew for sure she’d choose the wayfarer.

Robert strolled off with Jezebel, leaving Khaldun with the hands. They moved out of earshot and sat on the fence. Jezebel told her father the whole story.

He sat in silence for a minute, considering everything she’d told him. “Your mother’s not going to like this,” he said finally. “Traipsing off into the wide world with some wayfarer.”

“But I have to,” Jezebel pleaded. “You didn’t see what that thing did to Allison⁠—”

“I’ll handle Vivien,” he said, holding up one hand to silence her. “You do what you have to do.”

Jezebel was overcome with gratitude. She discussed her plans with him for the next ten minutes. She told him about the horses and listed everything Khaldun had packed already.

Robert nodded as she spoke. “Sounds like you’ve got this under control.”

Sure enough, Vivien objected vehemently. But Robert managed to win her over. She busied herself packing food for their trip: dried meats and fruit, a wheel of hard cheese, and flatbread specially prepared to keep on long trips.

They sat around the fireplace that night, plotting the journey on an old map Robert dug up in his desk. Emma was especially curious about the trip; like Jezebel, she’d never traveled outside of Spanbrook.

Jezebel had never contemplated the sheer size of the continent before. The university seemed incomprehensibly far, but the northern half of the mainland spanned more than four times that distance. And it looked half again as large north to south. The southern half of the landmass was much narrower; it looked like the Eternal Sea had taken a giant bite out of it. Jezebel thanked the stars that the university was as close as it was in the grand scheme of things.

“What’s that?” Emma asked, pointing to an enormous island off the southwestern coast.

“Ostland,” Robert said. “Nobody lives there. My father told me once that some of the princedoms have sent explorers there. But it’s a big jungle, full of wild and dangerous animals.”

“What’s out there?” Emma asked, tracing her finger along the eastern edge of the map.

“They say the world is round,” Khaldun told her, “like a big ball. And according to legend, there’s another continent on the other side. That’s where the elves live. But as far as I know, nobody’s ever sailed a ship far enough to find out for sure.”

“I heard stories about the elves growing up,” Robert said. “Our nursemaid told us that men once lived on their land. But they left and journeyed here across the Lonely Sea.”

“Yes, and she was the same woman who believed in dragons,” Vivien said, shaking her head. “Nothing but old wives’ tales.”

“I’m not so sure,” Khaldun said. “Nomad told me that he saw a dragon once. Far away in the northern hills, near Kong—that’s the only place they inhabit.”

“I hope we don’t encounter any,” Jezebel replied with a shudder. “They’re supposed to be able to fly and breathe fire—and eat entire herds of livestock.”

Robert chuckled at this. “They’re only a myth. I don’t know what your sorcerer saw, but I don’t think it was a dragon.”

“Perhaps,” Khaldun said skeptically. “But, we won’t need to go anywhere near those hills at any rate.”

Soon it was time for bed. Jezebel offered to let Khaldun sleep in her room, but Vivien refused.

“We’ll be sharing a tent on the road, Mother,” Jezebel protested. “This is no different.”

“Not under my roof,” Vivien insisted. It was as if she were taking advantage of this last opportunity to exert control over her daughter. But she held her ground, and Khaldun slept downstairs by the fireplace.

Jezebel had tremendous difficulty getting to sleep. Come dawn, she’d be leaving behind everything she’d ever known. She couldn’t suppress the feeling that nothing would ever be the same. Who could tell what dangers they would encounter? But she would do whatever was necessary to save Allison. Her love for the princess was the driving force behind this quest.


Chapter 8
Borders


It was still dark when Jezebel woke. She’d slept only a few hours but felt energized by the prospect of the journey before her. She dressed and went downstairs to find Vivien in the kitchen, already preparing breakfast. She chatted with her mother for a while until she asked Jezebel to wake Khaldun and Robert.

The sun came up as they ate. Jezebel took her time, savoring every bite. She knew this would be her last home-cooked meal for a long time.

She said goodbye to her mother and went outside with Robert and Khaldun to pack their gear on the horses. After a teary-eyed farewell to her father, she climbed her mount, and they departed.

But before they’d even reached the road, Jezebel stopped.

“I forgot my wand!”

Jezebel turned back, jumped off her horse, and ran inside, startling her parents. She dashed upstairs and retrieved the wooden case from her closet. Moments later, she left her room again, pushing the wand into her pocket.

But as she started down the stairs, Emma emerged from her room, rubbing sleep from her eyes. Jezebel hugged her and kissed her on the top of the head.

“I wish I could go with you,” Emma said.

“I know,” Jezebel replied. “I’ll be back as soon as I can. Take care of Mother and Father.”

“I will,” Emma said solemnly.

Jezebel hugged her parents one last time and dashed out the door. Khaldun watched her in amusement as she mounted her horse.

“Some witch you are,” he chided. “How do you expect to do magic without a wand?”

“I know,” she said as they set out again. “After everything that happened, I haven’t practiced at all.”

“We’ll have plenty of time to rectify that.”

They headed east on the road. Jezebel had to squint to shield her eyes from the dazzling sunlight. Before long, they passed Smithwick’s farm. An hour later, they moved beyond the farthest point Jezebel had ever traveled to before.

All day they followed the road. They saw nothing but endless fields and rolling hills in the distance. The horses were eager and energetic; they let them gallop a few times, but kept them to a walk or a trot the rest of the day. They stopped twice to eat. Jezebel enjoyed the fare but suspected she’d tire of it before long.

As the sun set behind them, they made camp by the side of the road near a wood. Khaldun pitched the tent, and Jezebel laid out the bedrolls inside of it. There was barely enough space for the two of them to sleep side by side. The thought of lying so close to the wayfarer aroused her; she couldn’t wait.

Khaldun went to collect firewood, and Jezebel pulled the mirror out of her pack. She sat down in the tent, unsure how this was supposed to work. But the instant she looked in the glass, she saw Allison staring back at her. It was odd—she could see her own reflection still, but it was shadowed behind her cousin.

“Jezebel! Thank the stars—I’ve been waiting for you. I didn’t think this would work.”

“Did something happen?” Jezebel asked, afraid of the answer.

“No… It’s just… I’ve missed you,” Allison admitted, looking slightly abashed. “I grew accustomed to your constant presence.”

Jezebel breathed a sigh of relief. They chatted for only a few minutes. But her heart lifted—this was the most Allison had spoken since the incident with Nomad. Jezebel knew it was only due to their separation and the novelty of using the mirrors, but it was encouraging nonetheless.

Khaldun returned with the firewood. He made a small pile of twigs and erected a cone-shaped structure over it with several small sticks and branches. Above that he built a second structure with larger pieces of wood.

“Would you care to ignite it?” he asked.

“What?” Jezebel asked, surprised. “Oh, with magic.” She pulled out her wand and pointed it at the kindling. “I don’t remember the incantation,” she admitted sheepishly.

Khaldun reminded her of the spell. She recited it and spoke the word of command. It took a few tries, but eventually, the fire burst to life. Jezebel stared in awe for a minute, proud of her accomplishment.

“You say you haven’t practiced at all?” Khaldun asked. Jezebel shook her head, smiling ear to ear. “It’s remarkable that you were able to do it again so quickly. You must have sorcerer blood in your family.”

“Not that I know of,” she said with a shrug. “What language do these words come from?”

“I guess they originally came from an ancient tongue that died out many hundreds of years ago. But the way you speak them matters more than the actual words. The sound of your voice should reflect the intent of your spell.”

“How so?”

“Well, calling a simple flame is fairly gentle,” he said. “If I wanted a real conflagration, the sound would be harsher, stronger. Watch.”

Khaldun held his staff in front of him and shouted words that did indeed sound much more violent than the spell Jezebel had used. He spoke the word of command, and suddenly the campfire erupted into a wall of flame, ten feet high. Jezebel backed away in surprise.

Khaldun lowered his staff, and the fire returned to normal.

“Can you teach me that?” Jezebel asked.

He taught her the incantation, and she recited it several times before attempting it. Finally, she pointed her wand at the fire and cast the spell. As it had for Khaldun, the fire burst into a jet, towering above her. She spoke the words again to cancel the magic, and the fire returned to normal.

They spent the next twenty minutes battling each other over their little campfire. Khaldun would ignite it, and Jezebel tried to extinguish it. After a while, they switched roles. He also taught her how to call fire without producing an open flame.

“The force can act inside an object,” he explained. He taught her a spell to heat a stone from within. Jezebel was able to cause a rock to grow so hot that it started to glow.

“Incredible,” Khaldun said, shaking his head. “It took me months to master that.”

“How hot can you make it?” Jezebel asked.

“No more than you,” he replied. “But I’ve seen Nomad use it to melt stone. Let’s try something else. You’ve clearly got a flare for fire…”

Jezebel giggled. “A flare for fire? That’s tacky.”

“I’ve got a way with words,” he said with a grin.

Khaldun tried to teach her to call air. He performed a simple spell that blew her horse’s tail straight up. But Jezebel couldn’t duplicate it, despite numerous attempts. The animal whinnied at her and walked away.

They tried water next. Khaldun caused dew to form on his pack. “There’s water in the air,” he explained. “So this spell is as easy as it gets—you’re simply wringing the moisture out of the atmosphere, like a wet towel.”

He taught her the incantation, but Jezebel couldn’t call water, either.

“Hmm,” Khaldun said, his brow furrowed. “It’s unusual for anyone to favor one force so strongly.”

“What about earth?” Jezebel asked, crestfallen by her failures.

“Well, that’s generally the hardest force to call. But we might as well try. Who knows—it comes the easiest to me out of the basic four.”

He pointed his staff at his pack again and instructed Jezebel to lift it. She grabbed it with one hand, but couldn’t move it. Instead, she squatted down and grasped it with both hands. Though she struggled and strained, pushing with her legs against the ground, she could lift it only a few inches.

“It weighs a ton!” she said, exhaling deeply from the effort.

“Not quite,” Khaldun replied, sounding impressed. “But I’m surprised you could move it at all. You’re strong for a girl.”

“Farm life will do that,” she said.

He taught her the spell, but Jezebel had no more luck calling earth than she had water or air.

They decided to call it a night. Jezebel put out the fire, and Khaldun walked around their camp, muttering words under his breath.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“Making us invisible,” Khaldun said. “It’s only a precaution—I doubt we’ll encounter trouble as long as we’re in Spanbrook.”

Jezebel held her hand in front of her. “I can still see myself.”

Khaldun chuckled. “Of course you can. You’re inside the spell. But walk over to the road and see what happens.”

Jezebel did as he said. When she turned around, she could see only cornfields under the bright moons. She cried out in surprise. The sound of Khaldun’s laughter drifted to her through the spell, but she couldn’t see him again until she walked back inside the enchantment.

They went inside the tent. Khaldun removed his shirt and lay down on his back. He was snoring softly within minutes. Jezebel lay awake for a long time, admiring his body and savoring his scent. Her dreams that night were quite erotic.

They woke at dawn and shared a light breakfast. Ten minutes later, they broke camp and continued along the road.

“I reckon we covered twenty-five miles yesterday,” Khaldun said. “If we keep up this pace, we’ll be there in no time.”

They spent the next two days exactly as they had the first. All day they rode, stopping only to eat. They made camp at sunset, Jezebel spoke to Allison, and they practiced magic. Farmland extended as far as the eye could see, broken only by low hills or patches of forest.

Early on the fourth day, they came to an old signpost by the side of the road.

“This marks the border with Newberry,” Khaldun told her. “The princedoms out here are much larger than those around the university. Some of those can be traversed in a single day.”

Jezebel half-expected to feel different somehow once they’d crossed the line. It was the first time she’d ever left her uncle’s princedom. But were it not for the wayfarer, she would never have known. Nothing about the road or the land changed in the slightest.

Yet Khaldun seemed different. He was more watchful and alert and less talkative. He didn’t tell her anything, but his change in mood made Jezebel nervous as if they were in some kind of danger.

But their journey continued to be uneventful. They met travelers on the road and chatted amicably; Jezebel encountered nothing to explain Khaldun’s wariness. They passed to the south of Newberry castle—Jezebel could see the buildings in the distance, like a ragged crown on the hill. By night, the lights of the town flickered and danced. They traveled through a few small villages in the ensuing days, crossing Newberry and entering Cambry. And still, all was well.

Late in the afternoon on the twelfth day of their journey, they came to a mighty river, with a giant wooden bridge providing a way across. The ruins of some old structure stood by the side of the road.

“We’ve arrived here sooner than I expected,” Khaldun observed, dismounting his horse. “This is the River Torsa. It marks the ancient boundary between Maeda and Dorshire.”

“I thought we were still in Cambry,” Jezebel said, jumping down to stand next to him.

“We are,” Khaldun said. “But long ago, Cambry, Newberry, and Spanbrook were all part of the Kingdom of Dorshire. That’s Vance,” he said, pointing across the river. “But it used to be part of Maeda.”

“I remember learning about this when I was little,” said Jezebel. “There were five kingdoms, right?”

“Yes. Kong lies beyond Maeda, on the eastern end of the continent. Shifar runs along the western edge, south of Dorshire. And Pytha occupied the land east of the Anthar mountains.”

“We don’t have kingdoms anymore,” Jezebel noted. “What happened to them?”

“Pytha conquered the others. The first Pythan Emperor slew the kings and their families. At its height, the Pythan Empire spanned nearly the entire continent. Only a few lands at the extreme eastern and western edges remained free.

“The empire endured almost three hundred years. But eventually, things started to fall apart. There had always been minor uprisings and rebellions. But at one point, the lords of nearly every house joined forces to overthrow the emperor. It’s said they had help from the elves. The lines of every king had been destroyed, so the princedoms were established instead. Generally, the most powerful lord in each territory became the prince.”

“And when did that happen?” Jezebel asked.

“Eight hundred and seventy-two years ago,” Khaldun said with an air of amusement.

“Oh!” Jezebel said in surprise. “So, that’s why it’s the year 872.”

“Precisely,” he said. “Time is counted from the fall of the Pythan Empire. But that’s enough history for now. We should make camp.”

They set up the tent next to the ruins and built their fire. Jezebel talked to Allison; the princess told her that she was leaving in a few days to accompany her father on the tour of the princedom. Jezebel thought this was an excellent idea. It would allow her to establish a rapport with the vassals, and hopefully, it would also help her move beyond her trauma.

After they ate, Jezebel and Khaldun explored the ruins. Jezebel called a flame to light their way.

“What was this place?” she asked.

“It was probably a watchtower,” Khaldun explained. “This road is as old as the Five Kingdoms. The ancient kings would have kept constant watch at every crossing—the tower on the opposite shore still stands. We’ll pass by it tomorrow.”

They practiced magic that night. Jezebel’s proficiency with fire continued to improve. But not once could she call the other forces. On a hunch, Khaldun tried teaching her a simple illusion—he turned her hair green. But Jezebel failed to produce the same effect on him.

After that, it took her thirty minutes to get him to change her hair back. He teased her, telling her she might start a new trend this way. She ended up wrestling him to the ground and sitting on him before he’d cancel the illusion. Jezebel acted angry and exasperated, but she relished the excuse to touch his body.

As usual, Khaldun drifted off to sleep almost instantly when they went to bed. Jezebel resisted a strong temptation to kiss him. She’d been flirting with him almost incessantly since leaving her house. But either he hadn’t noticed—which Jezebel found hard to believe—or he was ignoring her. She gave it up as a lost cause.

When Jezebel woke, Khaldun was already outside. She gazed out the flap to see him standing beside the ruins, eating his breakfast and staring across the river. Jezebel picked up her mirror to make sure all of her hair was turned back to its normal color, and found Allison staring back at her.

“You startled me!” she declared. But Allison was crying. Jezebel’s heart jumped into her throat. “What’s wrong?!”

“The demon—it’s back! I haven’t seen it since… since that night. But I was drawing a bath just now; I took off my nightgown, and it was watching me in the mirror!”

“Did anything else happen?”

“Only growling. I’ve been sitting in bed for a half hour, waiting for you to look in the mirror. You said you’d check every morning—I thought I’d missed you.”

“I overslept a bit,” Jezebel said.

“I’m so scared—are you almost there?”

“We’re crossing the river into Vance today; we still have a long way to go. Allison, go to Myrddin. He needs to know that the demon’s penetrated his barrier.”

Allison nodded frantically. “I will—I’m going to, I just wanted to see you first.”

“Go now,” Jezebel told her. “Right away. I’ll talk to you tonight. I love you.”

Allison smiled tremulously, and her image disappeared.

Jezebel set about breaking camp. She told Khaldun about her contact with Allison as they mounted their horses.

“We’re making good time,” he said. “We’ll get help soon.”

They rode across the bridge on horseback, the animals’ hooves clattering noisily on the wooden deck. It took a few minutes to get to the other side.

“Good thing we didn’t have to swim across,” Jezebel commented.

“We probably wouldn’t have made it,” Khaldun told her. “The current is too strong—at the very least, it would have carried us a long way north of here.”

Several yards beyond the far shore, they spotted the other watchtower. It was surrounded by tall trees, which was why they hadn’t been able to see it the previous afternoon. Jezebel wished they could stay and explore, but they pressed on.

There was less farmland and more forest on this side of the river. The road rose and dipped through hilly terrain.

Later in the morning, they approached a covered wagon going the other way. The man driving it reminded Jezebel of her father with his mop of dark hair and weather-beaten face. But he looked rundown and afraid. A slender woman sat next to him; Jezebel assumed she was his wife.

“Good morning,” Khaldun called out.

The man reined in his horses. “Hello,” he replied. “Where y’all headed?”

“The university, we hope.”

The man shook his head. “You won’t get there this way. You’d be better served to go north, hook around through Arthos.”

“Arthos?” Khaldun replied, surprise in his voice. “That’s pretty far out of the way.”

“Not these days,” the man said. Jezebel could see two faces peering out from the wagon. One was a boy, probably a few years younger than her; the other a little girl, maybe two years older than Emma. “That bastard from Fosland’s overrun half of Stiles. One of his men tried to have his way with my little Kara. Killed him, I did. And nearly got his partner, too. But the son of a bitch ran off. I’m getting out—probably have half a regiment on my tail before long.”

“Henry’s moved his forces this far north?” Khaldun asked, sounding worried.

“Declared himself King of Maeda,” the man said with a scowl. “King my ass. No, you’d best turn back, or go around north as I said. Filmore’s raising an army, but too little, too late if you ask me. What was he doing when Henry sacked Perrin? That woulda been a good time to prepare, don’t ya think?”

“No doubt,” Khaldun said, looking troubled. “I’ve got friends in Stiles Town; I was hoping to meet them on my way.”

“Good luck,” the man said with a snort. “My farm’s a day’s march down the road from here. Well, ain’t my farm no more—the army’s there, and you’re gonna have to go right through them to make it to the castle.”

“Where will you go now?” Jezebel asked, feeling sorry for this man.

“West,” he said with a quick nod. “As far away from King Henry as possible.”

“I come from Spanbrook,” she told him. “It’s pleasant there. My father could help you get back on your feet. If you tell him I sent you…”

“Spanbrook?” the man asked, suddenly terrified. “I won’t bring my family there. That land’s cursed! I’d sooner turn around and meet my fate here. No, we’re aiming to keep going till we run into the Eternal Sea. And we’d best be off. Good day to y’all.”

The man drove off, and Jezebel stared at Khaldun in disbelief.

“Spanbrook’s not cursed,” she said. “What was he talking about?”

“Welcome to the world,” Khaldun said with a grim smile. They resumed their course. “This is what I was afraid of, although I hoped we wouldn’t encounter it so soon.

“Jezebel, life is different in Spanbrook. With Myrddin there, nobody will dare attack. Not even the most powerful warlord would stand a chance against him. The people in the other princedoms are deathly afraid of necromancy. Luckily for them, Aldo’s not a conqueror.

“But Spanbrook is an oasis. There’s almost perpetual warfare on much of the continent—particularly in Maeda. It’s usually limited to skirmishes and border disputes. But it’s not uncommon for some prince to get restless or greedy and attack a neighbor.

“Henry’s the worst. He’s the prince of Fosland, well south of here. But he’s been annexing neighboring princedoms for many years now. I shudder to think what would happen if he had a necromancer. His wraiths are bad enough.”

“Wraiths?” Jezebel had no idea what they might be, but she didn’t like the sound of the word.

“Henry’s managed to assemble a whole team of powerful witches and wizards,” Khaldun explained. “Dredmort is their leader. He’s no necromancer, but he’s got a power over the dead. The wraiths used to be men and women. But Dredmort murdered and resurrected them. They’re bound to his will. And they’re terrible to behold.”

“You’ve seen them?” Jezebel asked.

“I have. But you feel them before you see them—they cast a shadow over your heart when they come near. We fought them a couple of years ago when we were passing through lands south of Fosland. They’re tough—magic doesn’t work on them. They avoid sunlight, though; that’s about their only weakness.”

“But why would they attack a wayfarer troupe?”

“Nomad,” Khaldun said simply. “Henry would do anything to get his hands on a sorcerer. The wraiths were no match for him, but he had a hard time fending them off and protecting the whole troupe at the same time. We avoided Henry’s lands after that.”

They rode in silence. Finally, Jezebel understood the increased wariness Khaldun had exhibited since leaving Spanbrook. Now she felt it, too.


Chapter 9
Honor


They encountered many people fleeing west that day. Some were running from the enemy forces, others avoiding conscription. But many had simply heard news of Henry’s invasion and didn’t wish to live under his rule.

Jezebel and Khaldun crossed into Stiles and followed the road into a wood shortly before sunset. Khaldun found a clearing in the trees a little farther from the beaten path than they usually camped. He set up the tent while Jezebel went to collect firewood.

Khaldun started the fire when she returned. Jezebel fetched her mirror and spoke to Allison. Myrddin had been surprised to learn of the demon’s latest appearance but assured Allison that he would strengthen the barrier. He also believed that Allison’s departure from the castle might provide her a respite from the haunting. Jezebel left the mirror in the tent and joined Khaldun by the fire.

“Wouldn’t the demon follow her?” she asked, once she’d told him the news.

“I don’t see why not,” Khaldun said, puzzled. “Maybe Myrddin knows some way to trick the demon into thinking she’s still inside the castle.”

“That could be,” she conceded.

Jezebel practiced her spells for a while, and Khaldun tried again to teach her how to conjure with the other forces. She didn’t make any progress.

“I give up,” she said in frustration, getting to her feet. “And I have to pee.”

“Don’t go too far,” Khaldun warned her.

Jezebel walked out of the camp, only a few feet beyond the field of invisibility. She pulled down her trousers and squatted. As she relieved herself, she idly called fire, lighting a small twig on fire.

Suddenly there was a shrill cry, deafeningly loud. In a flash, Jezebel could see the camp again—and Khaldun was gone.

Jezebel pulled up her trousers, careful not to stand too straight. Standing by their fire were two figures clad in black robes and hoods. Jezebel couldn’t see their faces. They were swaying slowly, looking back and forth across the camp. One of them ripped open the tent flap.

But in addition to seeing them, Jezebel could feel their presence. They cast an overwhelming sense of dread and fear upon her. She knew these were wraiths. As she stood there, stooped low, trying to decide what to do, one of them seemed to spot her. Suddenly they were both moving in her direction. One of them shrieked again.

Jezebel stood tall. Fear froze her heart; her first impulse was to run. But she mastered herself, pointed her wand and called fire. She remembered what Khaldun had told her about the wraiths, so she didn’t attempt to burn them. Instead, she conjured a wall of flame, twenty feet across, directly in their path.

The wraiths cried louder than ever and backed away from the fire. For a moment, Jezebel worried that she’d overdone it—a nearby tree burst into flame. The last thing she needed was a forest fire.

She held her wand in front of her and moved forward, pushing the wraiths back slowly with her spell. But one of them appeared to throw something, and suddenly the fire disappeared. Before Jezebel could call it again, the other one shrieked, and this time there were words in the cry. Something hit Jezebel in the chest, and she flew back, losing her wand. The wraiths advanced on her again.

But an instant later, someone called out from the road. Jezebel turned—through the trees, she could make out a figure robed in gray, sitting on a horse: Myrddin.

The necromancer held out his hands, and an enormous shadow, wreathed in flame, erupted from the ground before him. The wraiths fled before it. They mounted their horses and withdrew, galloping down the road.

Jezebel recovered her wand and sprang to her feet. What the hell was Myrddin doing here? She went to the road to meet him, but he was gone.

Suddenly Khaldun appeared by her side. Jezebel nearly jumped out of her skin.

“Don’t do that!” she yelled, punching him in the arm.

“Sorry,” he said with a frown, caressing his triceps.

“And where did you go?! The wraiths attacked, and Myrddin showed up… What?”

Khaldun was chuckling at her. “That wasn’t Myrddin,” he said, holding up his staff.

“You did that?”

“Only when they disarmed you. I was impressed with your spell work until then.”

“I’m confused,” she said.

“We need to move—they’re sure to return. I’ll explain everything once we’ve set up camp again.”

Jezebel felt drained from the sudden shock of fighting the wraiths. She broke camp wearily, dragging her feet. They packed up and traveled a few miles farther up the road. Once Khaldun was satisfied that they’d covered a sufficient distance, they moved off the road and set up camp again.

They didn’t light a fire. Once Khaldun had circled the area and rendered them invisible, they retreated inside the tent.

“I’ve masked our sounds this time, too,” he told her. “The spell won’t follow us when we’re traveling, but it works as long as we’re stationary. I’m sure that’s what gave us away last time. The wraiths must have heard us as they passed by on the road. I’m guessing they’re after that family we met this morning. They probably won’t trouble us again.

“Because they knew we were there, they were able to cancel my spell. You’d gone off by yourself, so I had no choice—I made myself invisible and crept around them. I was about to cast my spell when I saw you call fire. That was quite impressive, I must say. But once they disarmed you, I let Myrddin loose.”

“Ah, so that was only an illusion,” she said.

Khaldun nodded.

“They weren’t as tough as I thought they’d be,” Jezebel told him. “If you can scare them off with an illusion like that, how bad can they be?”

“Don’t be fooled,” Khaldun cautioned her. “They weren’t seeking us—they were merely curious to see who we were. You took them by surprise, no doubt. But they would have killed you if I hadn’t scared them off. And I’m sure that illusion didn’t fool them for long. They’ll have gone back to search for us after we left, you can count on it.

“And on top of all that, there were only two of them. Dredmort commands twelve in total. If they’d had reason to look for us specifically, or if they’d arrived in force, we wouldn’t have been so lucky.”

Jezebel shivered. “I feel bad for that family if they catch them.”

“Let’s hope they made it across the river by now,” Khaldun replied. “I doubt Henry’s letting the wraiths venture into Dorshire just yet.”

Jezebel lay awake very late that night. She couldn’t banish visions of the wraiths from her mind. Once she did drift off, she had nightmares about the confrontation.

Jezebel woke to find Khaldun’s arm around her, his face only inches from hers. She smiled, breathing in his scent. She’d finally worked up the nerve to kiss him when he opened his eyes. For a moment, he gazed at her and smiled. But then he sat up, stretched, and yawned.

“I’m starving,” he muttered, fumbling his way out of the tent.

Jezebel sighed. This was going nowhere. She couldn’t wait to go home to Allison. After lying in her bedroll for a few more minutes, she emerged from the tent herself and joined Khaldun for breakfast.

“I’m torn,” he told her. “We’re only a day or two from Castle Stiles, where we might enjoy a good meal and a night in real beds. And from there, we can make the university in a day or two.”

“I wouldn’t mind a reprieve from the road,” Jezebel said.

“But I fear the farmer’s words. Perhaps he’s right—it might be safer to go around.”

“How long would that take?”

Khaldun thought about it for a minute. “From here… it could take ten days. Maybe more. We’d have to go around Orchard Lake and we’d be reduced to footpaths in some places. There are no roads that follow the exact route we’d need to take.”

“It’ll take longer on the way back as well,” Jezebel reminded him. “I think we should risk the direct path. If you make us invisible, we can march right past any troops we come across. Allison needs us.”

“Yet she’s leaving to tour the princedom, and Myrddin thinks she’ll be safe while she’s gone. That buys us some time—how long did she say the trip would last?”

“It could be as long as thirty days,” Jezebel said.

They both considered their choices in silence for a few minutes. Finally, Khaldun got to his feet.

“Let’s give it a shot,” he said. “Henry’s men won’t be expecting trouble from the rear. Their attention will be focused on any threat that might come from Stiles, not toward it.

“And besides… I’m feeling lucky,” he added with a grin. Jezebel smiled back at him.

They broke camp and set out. Khaldun cast his spell, hiding them from all eyes. But he reminded Jezebel that passers-by could still hear them, and see the dust they kicked up from the road. He advised her that they should move off the road and stay silent if they encountered anyone. And he told her to keep her wand at the ready.

Jezebel felt her anxiety rise. But half the day went by, and they hadn’t met anyone. The land seemed deserted. But eventually, they came to a village swarming with troops.

Khaldun held his finger to his lips and motioned Jezebel behind him. She followed his lead, moving as quietly as possible. They wound their way through the community, careful not to alert anyone to their presence. Everywhere she looked, Jezebel watched soldiers mistreat local residents. They’d set fire to several houses; the families stood outside watching in despair.

At one point, a column of troops moved past them on the road. Khaldun steered Jezebel into a small pasture, and they waited while they went by. But finally, the two of them made it through the village and continued on their way.

The road was clear for a while. But they came to another town an hour before sunset. There weren’t as many soldiers here. But they were much less disciplined. Jezebel saw one group stagger out of a tavern, clearly drunk. She and Khaldun had nearly made it back to open road when Jezebel saw a sight that enraged her.

The last house in the village was in flames, the family outside. The father was lying dead, face down in the yard, a stake through his back. The mother was huddled by the road with her little boy, crying hysterically, a soldier keeping watch.

Two other men were holding down a girl; Jezebel guessed her age at twelve or thirteen. She was naked and screaming. A third man pulled down his trousers and dropped to his knees to mount her.

Jezebel snapped. She pointed her wand and called fire. The man burst into flames, from the inside out. The other two gaped at him in horror. Jezebel repeated the word of command twice more, and they were engulfed in fire as well. The girl scrambled to her feet and ran to her mother.

Khaldun grabbed Jezebel by the arm, fear in his eyes. He pointed frantically down the road. An instant later, he galloped away. Jezebel followed.

They didn’t stop at sunset. They rode for another hour, putting as much distance as possible between them and the village. Only when they found a spot to camp for the night did Jezebel think about what she’d done. She burst into tears, sobbing uncontrollably.

Khaldun sat on the ground next to her and put one arm around her.

“I don’t blame you for your actions,” he told her. “I should have done something myself, but I was thinking only of our safety. I was afraid the wraiths might come—they would have pursued us.”

“I’m sorry… I had to stop him…” Jezebel couldn’t get the words out.

“It worked out for the best,” he said. “And we’re safe.”

“This is so horrible,” she said. “Henry’s army is destroying these people’s lives.”

“That’s war, I’m afraid,” he replied. “Like I said, Spanbrook is an oasis. Myrddin’s protection has sheltered you from this sort of thing. But it’s all too common in many other places.”

“But why isn’t the prince doing anything to protect his people?”

“I don’t know,” he said with a shrug. “But Fosland’s military is formidable, and it doesn’t sound like Stiles has a standing army. The prince has probably gathered his available forces to protect his castle.”

Khaldun held her for a long time. Once she’d calmed down, they set up camp. They didn’t light a fire, going straight to bed instead.

They set out again the next morning. Jezebel heard from Allison that she’d left the castle with her father. She’d arrived at the first manor house and felt safe. Aldo’s witches, Camilla and Gemma, were traveling with them. Jezebel reminded her to schmooze as much as possible with all the lords and ladies.

Khaldun and Jezebel didn’t encounter any more of Henry’s men. They met few people on the road. The land itself seemed to be holding its breath in anticipation of the coming battle.

Late in the afternoon, Castle Stiles came into view. Its surrounding town looked much like Spanbrook Town, only it was bigger, and there was no wall. Khaldun made the two of them visible. Filmore’s army was camped in fields outside the community. As Khaldun and Jezebel approached the encampment, two guards halted them.

“Identify yourselves and state your business in Stiles,” one of them ordered.

“I am Khaldun. I’m here to visit Princess Fina.”

“Her Highness is expecting you?” the guard asked doubtfully.

“No… We’re old friends, and I was passing through…”

“You’re wayfarer folk, aren’t you?”

“That’s right.”

“What about you, little lady?”

“I’m Jezebel of Spanbrook.”

“Wait here,” the guard commanded. He jogged off, leaving his partner to watch them.

“What’s going on?” Jezebel asked quietly.

“Standard procedure in time of war,” Khaldun said. “They have to make sure they’re not letting hostile forces into the town. Don’t worry.”

The guard returned a minute later with an older man, who appeared to be his superior. “Dangerous time to be traveling,” he said to them. “You folks come all the way from Spanbrook?”

“Yes,” Khaldun replied. “We didn’t realize war was looming until we heard the news from others we met on the road.”

“And you stuck to the road the whole way?” he asked suspiciously. Khaldun nodded. “How’d you get through Henry’s forces?”

“Lucky, I guess,” Khaldun said evasively.

The man grunted. “Well, we’re under orders to take travelers into custody. Especially wayfarers,” he added apologetically. “Times being what they are. Probably be set free once you’ve been interrogated, as long as your stories add up. Shouldn’t be long.” He nodded to the two guards and walked away.

Jezebel looked at Khaldun in disbelief as the guards instructed them to dismount. They confiscated Khaldun’s staff, but didn’t bother patting them down, and Jezebel didn’t look like a witch—her wand remained safely in her pocket.

Two more guards ran over. One of them led the horses, and the other marched Khaldun and Jezebel up the road into town.

They arrived at the castle to find it bustling with activity. A moat surrounded it; the drawbridge was up, and the gate closed. After a brief exchange with their captors, the men in the gatehouse lowered the bridge. The gate rose only high enough to admit them, closing again with a clang once they’d passed.

Jezebel could see people rushing about in the courtyard, but they didn’t go that far. Their guard led them into a passage while his partner took the horses away to be stabled.

They walked through a corridor and down a narrow flight of stairs. At the end of a hallway was a large room lined with cells, half of them occupied. The guard opened an empty one and motioned them inside. He closed and locked the door.

“His Highness has been a bit sensitive about wayfarers ever since the troupe came through six months ago,” he told them through the bars. “The interrogation might be a little rough—it’s nothing personal.”

“I thought you said you had friends here,” Jezebel hissed once he’d left.

“I do,” Khaldun whispered. “Don’t worry; I’ll straighten this out.” Jezebel didn’t think he sounded terribly confident.

“I’ve got my wand,” she whispered in his ear. “Is there anything I can do to get us out of here?”

“I don’t think it will be necessary,” he said, sitting on the stone floor. “Have patience.”

The last thing Jezebel felt was patient. An enemy army was preparing to attack the castle, they were still at least a couple more days from the university, and now they were locked in a prison cell. She was infuriated. But she didn’t have to wait long.

A man strode into the room, backed by six guards. He was short and skinny, with a scraggly beard and severe features. “So it is you,” he said.

“Prince Filmore,” Khaldun said, getting to his feet and bowing slightly. “It’s good to see you again.”

“The feeling is mutual,” the prince replied. “I’ve been hoping to meet you again ever since I learned of your insolence. Khaldun, is it?”

“Yes, Your Highness. But I’m sorry, I don’t know what⁠—”

“The thought of filth like you touching my daughter… It makes me sick.”

Surprise and fear washed over Khaldun’s face. Filmore nodded to one of his men; the guard opened the cell door and stood aside.

“After you,” Filmore said icily.

Jezebel followed Khaldun out of the cell. The guards led them out of the room and down the hall, around a corner, and into another chamber. This one had a barred window high in one corner. Chains and shackles adorned the opposite wall.

“Remove your clothes,” Filmore said with a grin. “Heaven knows you hardly kept them on the last time you were here.” Khaldun stared at him for a moment, then began unbuttoning his tunic. “Both of you,” Filmore added when Jezebel failed to move.

“What?!” she yelled.

Filmore nodded to one of the guards. The man produced a dagger and moved toward Jezebel. “Now, or my guard will do it for you.”

Jezebel hesitated. The guard grabbed her by one arm. She yanked herself free. “I’ll do it myself.”

A minute later, they were both standing there, naked. Filmore’s man put his knife away and picked up Jezebel’s clothes. He found her wand and handed it to the prince.

“Ah,” he said, turning it over in his hand. “We have ourselves a witch.”

“I’m Jezebel from Spanbrook,” she said. “I’m Prince Aldo’s niece.” She hoped her noble kinship might buy her some leverage.

“I see,” Filmore said, raising his eyebrows. “Somehow, I find it comforting to know that my daughter isn’t his only victim. I hope this experience teaches you a lesson, my lady—to avoid such rabble in the future.”

He turned and strode from the room. The guards shackled their wrists and ankles to the wall, their arms out to their sides. A minute later, they were alone.

“This is a fine mess you’ve landed us in,” Jezebel said.

“I know!” Khaldun replied incredulously. “I was expecting a hot meal and a feather bed.”

Jezebel was scared. It wasn’t like they were being tortured—she suspected that Filmore only wanted to humiliate them. And he was succeeding. But she feared their situation would worsen. At this moment, they were utterly helpless, with an enemy army on its way. What would happen if the castle were overrun and they were still chained in this dungeon? She didn’t want to think about it.

Yet despite the circumstances, Jezebel couldn’t help admiring Khaldun’s body. He was wiry muscle from head to toe. And he was well-endowed, she thought with a nervous giggle.

“What could possibly be funny?” Khaldun demanded. He stared at her for a second but turned away immediately.

“You’re not embarrassed, are you?” Jezebel teased. “I’ll confess I’ve thought about getting naked with you—but this was not how I envisioned it!”

“How can you make light of our situation? You have no idea what Filmore might do to us. Princes take their family honor very seriously.”

“Don’t blame me! You’re the one who slept with his daughter. But if he were planning to harm us, he’d be doing it already, wouldn’t he?” she asked, still trying to convince herself. “You heard him—he just wants to teach us a lesson. And besides—he’s got a princedom to defend. He’s got bigger things to worry about than us.”

“I hope you’re right,” Khaldun muttered.

So do I, Jezebel thought. But she worried more for Khaldun than for herself—she knew only too well the way the highborn tended to look down on the wayfarers.

Hours went by. Jezebel’s shoulders felt like they were on fire. She tried to relax and let the shackles hold her arms up. But it was extremely uncomfortable. Before long, her wrists hurt from the pressure of the metal.

Sounds of activity drifted in through the window. All night Jezebel could hear people moving about in the courtyard, shouting orders and moving equipment and horses. She grew drowsy and dozed off a few times. But she found it impossible to sleep very much standing up.

By the time daylight arrived, Jezebel’s arms were completely numb. Her breathing was labored, and the muscles around her ribcage burned.

She heard footsteps in the hallway, coming toward them. Khaldun had seemed to be asleep but suddenly became alert. A young guard entered the room.

“Parker—thank the stars!” Khaldun said, relief in his voice.

“It’s good to see you, Khal. Hello,” he added to Jezebel, looking her up and down. “But don’t count your blessings just yet. I don’t bring good news. Drink this.” He held a flask to Khaldun’s lips and tipped it into his mouth. Khaldun sputtered and drank eagerly.

“My lady,” Parker said, offering the flask to Jezebel. She hadn’t realized the burning in her throat for all her other hurts. The water soothed the pain.

“Henry’s on the march. He’ll be here by sunset tomorrow,” Parker said to Khaldun. “Filmore plans to execute you before they arrive.”

“What?!” Jezebel and Khaldun said at the same time.

“You’ll be released,” Parker said to Jezebel. “But he’s been fuming over you for months, Khal. He’s had us on the lookout for any sign of your troupe anywhere within our borders.”

“Can’t you release me too?” Khaldun asked desperately.

“Not without risking my own neck,” Parker replied.

“What about Fina?” Khaldun demanded. “She could get us out of here!”

“She doesn’t know you’re here,” Parker said. “Filmore’s keeping it a big secret. I only found out when I came on duty.”

“How can he possibly afford to pay so much attention to us when he’s got an entire army bearing down on his castle?” Jezebel demanded.

Parker shook his head, exhaling in frustration. “Filmore’s made his preparations—he believes that his forces will successfully defend the castle.”

“You don’t sound so convinced of that notion,” Jezebel noted.

“I’m not, based on what Fina’s told me.” Parker agreed. “The prince’s advisers have urged him for months to prepare to evacuate should Henry attack in force. But he refuses to listen. He’s survived countless skirmishes with neighboring princedoms, and his family has held Castle Stiles for hundreds of years. He believes his forces can repel this attack as they always have. Filmore fails to appreciate that Dredmort and his wraiths make Heny vastly more powerful than anyone he’s had to face before. Unfortunately, he’s determined to carry out his plans for you.”

“Well, get Fina!” Khaldun shouted. “She’ll put a stop to this!”

“I plan on it,” Parker assured him. “But it will have to wait until I’m relieved. I’m sorry. But if I’m caught abandoning my post…”

Khaldun swore in frustration. He took a deep breath, coughing it out. “I understand. But see if you can get off early—this isn’t exactly comfortable.”

Parker nodded, gave Jezebel one more look, and left the chamber.

Throughout the day, the noises outside became more urgent and frenzied. Jezebel fell in and out of consciousness. By sunset, she could barely breathe.

Suddenly there was a commotion in the hallway. A young woman charged into the room, followed by two guards. She could only be the princess. The girl was short and a little portly with round, rosy cheeks. Her chest was huge, Jezebel noted, suspecting this to be the source of Khaldun’s attraction. Tight blond curls fell to her waist.

“Fina!” Khaldun exclaimed. Before he could say anything else, she’d moved across the room. She locked her lips with his, reaching to his groin and fondling him with one hand. Jezebel rolled her eyes. Khaldun managed to pull his face away from Fina, despite being chained to the wall. “Your father plans to execute me! You have to get us out of here!”

“Yes, of course,” the princess said, staring dreamily at Khaldun. She nodded to the guards.

“But Your Highness… The prince made it very clear…” one of them stammered.

“You idiot!” Fina bellowed, rounding on the guard and suddenly looking very menacing. “His Highness has abandoned reason—we’re on the verge of losing this castle, and he’s worried about avenging my honor.”

“But if His Highness discovers I’ve disobeyed his orders…”

“His Highness will be dead by morning, and I’ll be the ruling princess in exile!” Fina shouted. “NOW DO AS I SAY!”

The man cowered and moved around her. He removed Khaldun’s shackles first, then Jezebel’s. The other guard handed them their clothes. Jezebel’s entire body was so stiff she found it extremely difficult to dress herself. Once they were ready, Fina led them from the chamber.

“I’m so sorry,” she said to Khaldun. “Father became irate when he learned about us.”

“How did he find out?” Khaldun asked.

“Millicent, my servant girl,” Fina said with a scowl. “Don’t worry; I had her reassigned—now she spends her time emptying chamber pots.”

“Yuck,” Khaldun said. Jezebel grimaced.

“But we have to hurry,” the princess told them. “Henry’s forces arrived much sooner than expected. The battle isn’t going well. There’s no leaving through the main gate—I wish I’d known you were here earlier.”

“Then how are we supposed to get out of here?” Khaldun asked, confused.

Fina didn’t reply.

They walked upstairs and emerged into the courtyard. Archers lined the castle walls. Dozens of men on horseback crowded the middle of the square. Soldiers ran by, heading toward the walls, their faces full of despair. Sounds of battle drifted over the walls.

Fina led them around the edge of the courtyard to the stables. Yet before they went inside, there was a loud explosion beyond the main gate. A voice cried out in the night, unnaturally loud.

“By the king’s command, surrender, and you will be spared. Resist, and you will be destroyed!”

The archers fired a volley of arrows in response. But suddenly, a tower of flame erupted beyond the wall, incinerating the shafts mid-flight.

“Dredmort,” Khaldun muttered.

“Let’s go!” Fina hissed, pulling them into the stable.

Parker was there with the horses. He handed Khaldun his staff and Jezebel her wand. He and Fina grabbed a section of the stable wall and heaved. To Jezebel’s surprise, it moved aside, revealing a passage right through the stone wall.

Fina kissed Khaldun again. “Go,” she told him.

“Come with us,” Khaldun suggested. “This is clearly a lost cause.”

Fina shook her head. “I’ll not abandon my people. Unlike my father, I understand the forces arrayed against us—and I have a plan.”

“Parker?” Khaldun offered.

“Thank you, my friend,” he said. “But, my destiny lies with the princess.”

Khaldun nodded. He led his horse into the tunnel; Jezebel followed. The entrance closed behind them, leaving them in darkness. Khaldun called a flame to light their way. The passage sloped downward, barely big enough for the horses to pass. Jezebel guessed it had been built for this exact purpose.

“Does Filmore have mages?” Jezebel asked.

“A few,” Khaldun replied. “Enough to prevent Dredmort from incinerating every man, woman, and child inside the castle. But none powerful enough to repel him.”

They walked for thirty minutes. The tunnel descended for a while before leveling out. It made several abrupt turns, finally ending at an enormous iron door. Khaldun managed to force it open. They emerged into the end of an alley. The door clanged shut behind them. They walked to the street and turned to see Castle Stiles in flames behind them.

“I hope Fina made it out alive,” Khaldun said.

“I’m sure she did,” Jezebel assured him. “No doubt this wasn’t the only secret passage—Castle Spanbrook has a few.”

“I’m sure,” Khaldun agreed. “But it’s still going to be tough for them to get out of the city with the whole army watching out for them.”

“Well, Fina seemed to know what she was doing.”

Khaldun nodded, and they hurried down the street. Before long, they found a path that led north into the woods. They set out, the moons lighting their way, trying to get as far from the castle as possible.


Chapter 10
Transformation


Jezebel’s entire body ached. She was so tired she could barely keep her eyes open. But they trudged ahead, leading the horses along the narrow path for hours. Jezebel focused on putting one foot in front of the other. Finally, they came to a broader trail that ran roughly east to west.

“Can we camp here?” Jezebel asked.

Khaldun sighed. He looked as weary as she felt. “We should keep going. If Fina and her people did manage to escape, Dredmort and his wraiths would be hunting them down. They’ll capture anyone they find who might be fleeing the castle. We should do our best to avoid them. We must eschew the road at all cost—it will be much more dangerous for us than it was on the way into Stiles. I don’t know these woods, but this trail heads due east. It should at least get us closer to the university.”

Jezebel nodded in agreement despite her fatigue. She had no desire to meet Dredmort.

Khaldun held his staff out toward the path they’d been walking. He muttered an incantation. Suddenly a gust of wind picked up along the trail, carrying sparks through the air.

“What was that?” Jezebel asked.

“It’s a spell to prevent anyone from tracking us. Humans leave signs—footprints, broken twigs, and the like—that trackers can follow. Mages can detect even subtler clues. But what I did should erase all record of our passage, magical or mundane.”

The two of them kept moving for several more hours. They were able to ride much of the way, but Jezebel found herself becoming drowsy. She would start nodding off only to jerk awake as she began to slip out of the saddle. Khaldun repeated his spell to cover their trail every so often.

An hour or two before dawn, Khaldun decided they’d gone far enough. They found a clearing off the path and set up the tent. Jezebel was asleep before she hit the bedroll.

The sun was high in the sky by the time they awoke. They broke camp and set out immediately, eating as they rode.

“I think we’re going too far north,” Khaldun observed. “We should try to turn south or southeast if we can.”

An hour later, they came to a path that veered to the right. It was rougher and narrower than the trail they’d been following, so they had to lead the horses on foot. And Khaldun still worried about hitting the open road, which they’d do if they moved too far south. They didn’t stay on this path for more than a couple of hours, turning east again when the opportunity arose.

It was slow going traipsing through the woods. But they avoided contact with any other people, which would have been impossible on the road. Every muscle in Jezebel’s body ached. And she could think of nothing but their danger. Whenever she heard a noise in the trees, no matter how innocuous, she’d stop and turn in panic.

They made camp at sunset. Despite Jezebel’s misgivings, Khaldun felt they’d traveled far enough from the castle to risk a fire. He went to collect firewood while Jezebel used her mirror to contact Allison. They hadn’t spoken in a few days, and Allison was worried. She grew quite alarmed as Jezebel told her what had happened.

But Allison had been perfectly safe. She continued her journey with her father and his party. There had been no sign of the demon.

Khaldun returned, and Jezebel built a fire. Once Khaldun had hidden them from sight, he rummaged through the gear, pulling out a small pot and a metal grate. He set up the grate over the fire, placed the pot upon it, and filled it with water from his canteen. He produced a handful of unusual leaves from the pocket of his tunic and added them to the water once it was boiling.

“What are you doing?” Jezebel asked.

“It’s a potion that may prove useful to us,” he said distractedly. “I always try to keep a stock; it’s got some medicinal value. I ran out in Spanbrook.”

“How much farther to the university?” Jezebel asked. “Will this route delay us much?”

“It’s hard to say,” he replied. “We’re certainly going slower, and our course is less direct. But after another day I think we’ll risk the road. We should be far enough from Stiles to avoid trouble by then. And I wouldn’t mind spending a night at an inn.”

“Neither would I,” Jezebel agreed with a smile. “I sorely missed that hot meal and feather bed in Stiles.”

They marched from sunrise to sunset the next day. Seemingly out of immediate danger, Jezebel thought about what she’d learned in Stiles. The knowledge of Khaldun’s relationship with Fina had been hanging over the edge of her consciousness like a storm cloud. Now that she had time to pay it mind, she realized she was extremely jealous.

She knew it was ridiculous to feel this way. Khaldun had traveled the world; undoubtedly, Fina hadn’t been his only lover. And Jezebel’s heart belonged to Allison. But during their journey, her attraction to Khaldun had only increased. She knew she was falling in love with him. Meeting one of his former paramours and seeing them embrace had stirred surprisingly deep emotions in her.

They made camp that night, only a few feet from the trail. Jezebel started a fire, and Khaldun made them invisible. He insisted that she try calling the other forces again.

“I don’t see the point,” she complained. “I’m only good for fire.”

“Nonsense,” he said. “I’ve never heard of a mage who could call only one force. Everyone possesses strengths and weaknesses, but you’re still new to your talent. It will come with practice.”

They tried various spells for the next thirty minutes. Jezebel could do none of them. Finally, Khaldun taught her a simple incantation to call earth.

“It has the effect of throwing an invisible stone,” he explained. “Watch.”

He pointed his staff at her and cast the spell.

“Ow!” Jezebel exclaimed, rubbing her chest. “Something hit me in the breast.”

“Sorry—my aim is never very good.”

“I think that’s what the wraiths used to disarm me,” she said, recalling their encounter. “Something hit me, anyway—but it was bigger. It knocked me right over.”

“I’ve seen Nomad use this spell to knock holes through a stone wall,” Khaldun said. “That takes a lot of power, though.”

He taught her the incantation, and Jezebel tried it. She pointed her wand at Khaldun and cast the spell. It worked. Something invisible crashed into his chest, lifting him off his feet.

Jezebel jumped with glee. “I did it!”

Khaldun got to his feet and coughed several times. “Yes, you did. Knocked the wind out of me. Do it again—but not so hard.”

Jezebel practiced for thirty more minutes. She could cast the spell every time but had great difficulty controlling the amount of force.

“That’s enough for tonight,” Khaldun said eventually. “This is a huge step. Don’t worry; earth is subtle. Not everyone can master it. But at least you’ve moved beyond a single force.”

They resumed their course at first light the next day. The path kept turning farther north. Khaldun tried to choose trails that led more southerly. He hoped to find the road the next day, their third full day of travel since leaving Castle Stiles. But by the time they made camp that night, they’d seen no sign of it. Early on the fourth day, they decided to follow a stream that ran due south. But before long, they encountered a dead end.

The stream ran over the edge of a cliff in a narrow waterfall. There was no path here, and they couldn’t lead the horses through the dense underbrush. They ended up having to turn back to resume their course along the trail.

On the fifth day, late in the afternoon, the woods began to thin. Before long, they discerned a large clearing in front of them. They emerged from the trees to find themselves in open pastureland.

“This is a farm,” Jezebel observed, gazing across the field. “And there’s a town—look!” she said, pointing.

“Yes,” Khaldun agreed, looking troubled.

“Where are we?”

“I don’t know. Let’s investigate. But keep your guard up and your wand drawn—we may find trouble.”

They mounted their horses and crossed the field. On the other side, they found a small dirt road. They followed this into the town.

“I recognize this place,” Khaldun said, looking around. The community wasn’t big. Jezebel guessed it at less than half the size of Spanbrook Town, no more than an overgrown village. “This is Raymour.”

“Never heard of it,” said Jezebel.

“It’s a small holding in the princedom of Madison. The keep is on the other end of town. We’re about two days south of the prince’s castle—and that means we’ve traveled much too far north.”

“Wonderful,” Jezebel muttered.

“The worst part is that there’s no direct route to the university from here. We’ll have to get to Arthos, then take the road south from there.”

“At least we’re out of that infernal forest,” Jezebel said with a sigh. “Is there any risk of running into Henry’s men here?”

“I don’t think so,” he replied. “But I didn’t expect them in Stiles either. There’s an inn here. We should stay the night—hopefully we can gather some news.”

Jezebel beamed at him.

“An inn? That’s what I like to hear.”

They rode through the town, eyes open for any threat. But all seemed well. They met several passers-by, each of whom greeted them amiably. These people showed none of the fear or distress they’d witnessed in Stiles.

They found the inn. Khaldun went inside while Jezebel stayed to watch the horses. He returned a few minutes later.

“We’ve got a room,” he said with a smile, “and dinner’s on the stove.”

Khaldun and Jezebel stabled the animals and unpacked their gear. They shouldered the packs and walked into the inn.

The front door opened into a large common room. There was an enormous hearth at one end, the bar along the left. A handful of patrons sat eating their dinner. It was nothing fancy, but the place felt warm and inviting.

Jezebel followed Khaldun across the common room, down a narrow hallway. They climbed the stairs in the rear of the building to the third floor. Khaldun opened the door to their bedchamber.

“Home for the night,” he said with a grin.

Jezebel walked inside and dropped her gear in the corner. The room was tiny, with barely enough room for the bed and a chest of drawers.

“There’s only one bed,” she said, stifling a giggle.

“I thought that would be all right,” Khaldun replied, sounding slightly worried, “considering we’ve been sleeping in such tight quarters this whole trip. It’s bigger than both our bedrolls combined. But I can get us a second room if you’d prefer.”

“No, this will do,” she said quickly. “I was simply making an observation.”

They returned to the common room. Jezebel chose a table in the back corner, and Khaldun propped his staff against the wall. She sat down, and Khaldun went to the bar. He returned with two large glasses of some black liquid.

“What’s this?” Jezebel asked, sniffing it.

“Beer,” he replied, sitting across from her. “Madison is known for its stouts.”

“I’ve never tried beer,” Jezebel said. “It’s mead and wine in Spanbrook.” She took a sip and crinkled her nose. “That’s bitter!”

Khaldun took a swig and smiled at her. “It’s an acquired taste. Most of the princedoms seem to favor pale ales. But I’d take a good Madison stout any day.”

Several more people arrived. Jezebel thought they must be farmers, based on their sunburnt faces and manner of dress. Khaldun and Jezebel were finishing their second beer by the time the food arrived. Jezebel ate greedily. There was roast venison, potatoes, mushrooms, and spinach. It was simple fare, but delicious. Jezebel finished much faster than Khaldun.

“Better than jerky and dried fruit?” he asked when she put down her fork.

“Definitely,” she said, nodding earnestly. “I wouldn’t mind seconds,” she added, craning her neck to look at the bar. Khaldun chuckled.

Jezebel had another helping of venison. Khaldun ordered them each another beer. It turned out that the innkeeper was a local authority, and brewed several varieties himself. He recommended a porter next. The common room had grown busier by the time the beer arrived. Jezebel sampled it uncertainly.

“This is quite good,” she declared in surprise. “It’s almost sweet next to the stout.”

They moved to the bar before long to make room for some new arrivals. Jezebel thought Trey would be jealous. The only time she’d ever seen her uncle’s tavern this busy was when the wayfarers came to town.

They ordered another porter, and Jezebel felt the alcohol going to her head. She wasn’t going to complain. This was the first time they’d been able to relax on their entire journey. She intended to enjoy it. A minute later, she overheard two farmers at the end of the bar discussing the recent events in Stiles.

“You heard wrong, Zed,” one of them said. “There’s no way Henry’s come this far north. Overreaching himself already, he is. Hasn’t got the resources to control another princedom.”

“I’m telling you. My brother was there to buy a horse—you know how they breed them down there. He was on his way back and nearly got run over by a column of soldiers. All wearing the uniforms of Fosland, they were.”

“He’s right,” Jezebel piped in loudly before the other man could retort. “We just came from Stiles. Henry sacked the castle.”

“No!” said Zed. “That quickly? What about Filmore’s army?”

“Dredmort was there,” Khaldun told them. He didn’t need to say anything else. Both farmers blanched at the name.

“What about his wraiths?” asked the innkeeper. “Were they there?”

Before long, Khaldun and Jezebel became the center of attention for the whole common room. They ended up recounting their entire journey, from Spanbrook to Stiles—careful to leave out any mention of Allison’s ordeal or the motivation for their travels. One of the farmers wanted to know about news out of Spanbrook. It turned out he was related to Jezebel’s neighbor, old Smithwick.

They were delighted to meet Khaldun as well. The wayfarers had performed in Madison many times and enjoyed a highly favorable reputation—among the citizenry at least. Khaldun hinted to raucous laughter that much like Filmore, the prince might have reason to imprison him.

The farmers ended up taking turns buying drinks for Jezebel and Khaldun. Jezebel tried several different stouts, porters, and even a hard cider. She liked the cider best—she couldn't get used to the bitterness of the beer.

Before she knew it, Jezebel was drunk. It was only the second time in her life she’d ever experienced more than mild intoxication. She enjoyed herself tremendously, sharing stories with the farmers.

They stayed at the bar late into the night. But finally, the guests began to depart. They all invited Khaldun and Jezebel to stay in Raymour for a few more nights. One of them even volunteered to pay for them to stay at the inn.

Khaldun and Jezebel made their way across the common room, stumbling toward the back hallway when suddenly there was a commotion at the doorway. Four soldiers barged into the inn, pushing aside two farmers who were trying to leave. They sat at a table in the middle of the room and loudly ordered beers. Jezebel’s heart jumped into her throat: these were Henry’s men.

Khaldun ushered her quickly out of the room. They made their way up the stairs. Jezebel collapsed on the bed, staring at the ceiling. The room seemed to spin slowly around; it was soothing, somehow, rather than unpleasant.

“What are Henry’s men doing here?” she asked. She probably would have found their presence more alarming if she were sober, but on the other hand, the soldiers didn’t have any reason to trouble them.

“I don’t know,” Khaldun said, lying next to her. “They’re scouts, probably. Maybe he’s planning his next conquest.”

Jezebel giggled. “His next conquest. How about your next conquest?”

She rolled over on top of him and kissed him hungrily. Khaldun tried to push her away at first but gave up after only a few seconds. He started unbuttoning her shirt, but Jezebel pulled it off over her head instead.

Still kissing him, she wriggled her way out of her trousers, too. She moved her lips to his neck and began opening his tunic, one button at a time. Jezebel kissed down his neck and chest as she moved. His shirt off, she rolled to her side and started removing his trousers.

But then she stopped. She kissed him on the lips once more and asked, “How many have there been?”

“What..?” Khaldun asked as if pulled out of a trance.

“How many girls have you been with?”

“Oh. Well, there have been a few…”

“I know about Fina and the princess here in Madison. How many others?”

Khaldun thought about it for a moment. “Um… Six.”

“Six!” Jezebel cried. “Including those two?”

“No…”

“Eight!”

“Wait—nine.”

Jezebel laughed. “You’re quite the harlot, aren’t you?”

Khaldun shrugged. “That’s the life of a wayfarer. Have you ever been with a man?”

“No,” she replied proudly. “I’ve been waiting for the right man. You have the honor of deflowering me,” she added with a giggle.

“And is Allison the only girl you’ve been with?”

Jezebel was stunned that he knew. She turned away, embarrassed.

Khaldun rolled toward her, kissing her neck. “It’s nothing to be ashamed of. In fact, same-sex pairings are not uncommon among my people. I was simply curious.”

“How did you find out?”

“That Will character told me the first time I met him. The night you and I went to your uncle’s place actually. After you left. I didn’t believe him at first—I assumed Will had simply invented that as an excuse for failing to get you into bed. But when I saw you with her at the castle, I realized it was true. The look you two shared… I could tell you were lovers.”

“She’s the only one,” Jezebel whispered. “The first time was a couple of years ago—on my birthday. She slept over. I was drunk then, too, come to think of it.”

“I’m sensing a pattern,” Khaldun said with a sly grin. “Had you been attracted to her before that?”

“In a way. I’ve always thought she was beautiful. But I’d never thought about girls that way. She kissed me, and I was surprised. But it was… nice. I’d never been kissed before. I liked it. The next thing I knew, we were both naked. She touched me… and I touched her in return. We stayed up all night, exploring each other’s bodies. It was like we’d discovered a secret, that was totally forbidden. It was exciting.”

“But you like men, obviously,” Khaldun said.

“Yes,” she said with a mischievous smile, turning to kiss him.

“How is it you’ve never…”

“Gone to bed with a man?” she asked. Khaldun nodded. “Well, for one thing, there are certain pragmatic benefits to my relationship with the princess.” Khaldun looked puzzled. “Girls can’t make each other pregnant.”

“Of course,” he said with a nod.

“But more than that, I realized a few things with Allison. I discovered that physical attraction isn’t enough for me. Will is extremely good-looking, but he’s an imbecile.” Khaldun chuckled. “Edward is intelligent but arrogant. Allison, on the other hand, is gorgeous, smart, wholly unconceited⁠—”

“And female,” Khaldun interrupted. “I think I begin to understand your dilemma. You’ve been unable to find a man who fits the bill as well as she.”

“Yes, exactly… Until now,” she said, smiling at him.

“You flatter me,” he replied.

“You should know, however, that Allison does not like men. So you’re barking up the wrong tree if you think you have any chance with her!”

“Ah,” Khaldun said. “That explains your certainty.”

Jezebel giggled at him. “I guess you’ll have to settle for me, won’t you?”

She kissed him and started removing his trousers again.

“You do bear a strong resemblance to the princess,” he teased. “I guess you’ll do.”

Jezebel pretended to be offended. But then Khaldun got out of bed. “Where are you going?”

He opened his pack and returned to bed with a vial. He uncorked it and handed it to her. “There are other ways to avoid pregnancy. One mouthful will do.”

Jezebel stared at him in disbelief. “Is this the potion you were brewing?”

“I told you it might come in useful.”

Jezebel slapped him on the rear end. “You’ve been planning this all along!”

“Not all along,” he said. “Only since our night in captivity.”

“You ignored my flirting for weeks, but saw me naked and couldn’t resist?”

“Precisely!” he said, grinning at her. “Now, drink up.”

Jezebel took a swig and recorked the vial. Khaldun placed it on the chest and returned to bed. Jezebel pushed him onto the mattress and climbed on top of him. Kissing him passionately, she made love to him. He whispered Allison’s name, so quietly that Jezebel could barely hear it.

Suddenly he froze and groaned deep in his throat. But then the pleasure seemed to turn to pain. His body seized up, and he cried out in agony. Jezebel got off of him, and he curled into a ball.

“What’s wrong!?”

Khaldun couldn’t answer. He started shaking violently. Jezebel tried to talk to him or soothe him, but to no avail. He began foaming at the mouth, and his eyes rolled up into his head.

Jezebel jumped out of bed—she had to get help. She threw on her clothes, not taking the time to button her shirt all the way. As she ran out the door, she remembered her wand. Jezebel grabbed it off the chest and left the room. She stumbled down the stairs, still inebriated.


Chapter 11
The Ferry


Jezebel emerged into the common room. Her eyes had adjusted to the dark; she thought the light would blind her. She squinted and made her way to the bar. The soldiers were still at their table, ogling her. She tried to ignore them.

“Everything all right?” the innkeeper asked, looking concerned. The three farmers at the bar turned to see what was going on.

“No—the wayfarer I was with—there’s something wrong. He’s sick.”

“You folks had an awful lot to drink,” he said with a knowing smile. “He’ll sleep it off, don’t worry.”

“It’s not that. He’s having a seizure. Is there a healer near here?”

“Seizure, you say? Closest healer’s in Madison Town. That’s two days’ ride…”

“Ugh!” Jezebel cried in exasperation. “That won’t do—I’m scared he might be dying!”

“Let me take a look,” the man said, walking around the end of the bar. “I’ve seen just about every kind of illness there is in my time. Maybe I can help.”

“Thank you!” Jezebel said, following him across the room. But one of the soldiers got up and followed her.

“Hey there, sweetie! That wayfarer boy not man enough for you?”

Jezebel tried to keep walking, but the man rushed up behind her. He reached around and grabbed her chest. Jezebel turned and backed away violently, his grip ripping her shirt the rest of the way open. She pointed her wand and called fire. A wall of flame erupted between them. The soldier retreated clumsily and fell over a table. Jezebel canceled her spell and followed the innkeeper upstairs, doing her best to cover herself.

They found Khaldun sitting up in bed, the sheets pulled up around him, shivering. He looked horrible—his face was pale, and he was sweating profusely.

The bartender walked to the side of the bed. “She wasn’t kidding—you don’t look so good…”

Khaldun locked eyes with Jezebel. He pulled the sheet down to expose his chest. Jezebel stared in horror: his skin was turning golden before her eyes.

“Are the soldiers still here?” Khaldun asked quietly.

“Yes, sir,” the innkeeper said, scared. “I’ve been trying to get them to leave…”

“No—make sure they stay!” Khaldun said urgently. “We’re going to sneak out the back door. It’s imperative that I escape their notice!”

The man nodded. “If you go east out of town, follow the road about a mile. You’ll come to the River Mayne,” he told them. “You can take the ferry across. I heard them talking—these soldiers are tracking Filmore and his family. Our prince ain’t gonna take kindly to Henry’s men invading our land. Tell the ferryman what’s going on—and tell him I sent ya. He’s a regular here. He’ll tie up on the other shore for the night, and these goons won’t get across.”

“Thank you,” Jezebel said fervently.

The man scurried out of the room.

“What the hell’s going on?” Jezebel hissed. “What’s happening to you⁠—”

Khaldun got out of bed and let the sheet fall to the floor. He stood naked in front of her. Most of his body had turned golden in color. And while he’d been muscular before, something had changed. His body now looked like it had been chiseled from stone, every muscle in sharp relief.

Jezebel gasped. “You look like…”

“Nomad,” Khaldun said with a nod. “It’s the transformation. I’m becoming a sorcerer.”

“But you can’t—you told me it’s in your blood. Either you are one, or you aren’t—that’s what you said!”

“Yes, but you aren’t born that way! The metamorphosis can take place any time after the onset of puberty until early adulthood.”

“Will you… survive?”

A harsh laugh escaped Khaldun’s lips. “That depends. If we can get out of here without Henry’s men seeing me, my odds should be quite good.”

“Henry! I’d forgotten—you said he’d do anything to get his hands on a…”

“Sorcerer.”

“We need to leave!” Jezebel said, suddenly frantic to collect their belongings. She handed Khaldun his clothes; he dressed quickly. They shouldered their gear, Khaldun grabbed his staff, and they left the room.

They went down the stairs as quietly as possible. No noise came from the common room. Khaldun crept out the rear door, Jezebel close behind.

They had to go around the back of the adjoining building to get to the road. Jezebel followed Khaldun to the stable, quiet as shadow. But inside, they heard voices. Jezebel peered through the entrance—it was the innkeeper and two of the soldiers.

“I can’t let ya take their horses,” the innkeeper said.

The men chuckled. “Who are you to tell us what we can’t do?” one of them asked.

“These are fine animals,” the other soldier said. “Well-bred. They don’t look to be from Stiles, though. Where’d you say those two come from?”

“The boy’s a wayfarer—he don’t come from anywhere, you idiot,” the first soldier replied.

“The girl does. And she’s a witch—you saw her throw fire at me. Cordy’s right. We have to report.”

“You report—them wraiths give me the chills. They ain’t gonna care about some stupid farm girl.”

Khaldun grasped Jezebel’s elbow and pulled her away.

“Our horses!” she hissed. “We can’t go without them.”

“Forget it—we need to get out of here. Now!” he whispered, walking away.

Jezebel grabbed him by the arm. “There are only two of them. We can handle this. We need the horses.”

“No! We can’t risk them seeing me!”

Khaldun looked panic-stricken. Jezebel couldn’t understand it. But she followed him back the way they’d come, behind the buildings.

But suddenly the door of the inn burst open, and the other two soldiers walked out. One of them bumped into Khaldun. He backed away a step, hurling insults at him, then caught a glimpse of his face. The man froze.

Khaldun’s skin had turned completely golden. The muscles in his face and neck stood out prominently.

“Sor-sorcerer,” the man stammered, pointing at Khaldun. He grabbed his comrade and ran to the stable.

“Let’s go!” Khaldun yelled, running to the road. Jezebel sprinted behind him, struggling to keep up.

They ran into a thick fog rolling up from the river. After a mile, they found the ferry lane. They might have missed it, but for the lamppost glowing in the dark. They stopped for a few seconds to catch their breath. Jezebel had a cramp in her side; she tried to relax and breathe deeply.

“I don’t hear any pursuit,” Khaldun observed. “Let’s go.”

They walked down the lane, gravel crunching under their feet. The fog was so thick they could barely see their hands in front of their faces. It grew pitch dark as they moved away from the lamppost. After about a hundred yards, they could discern another light ahead of them. They drew closer and saw the ferry tied to a small dock.

But suddenly they heard a noise. There were horses approaching fast. Khaldun and Jezebel scampered into the trees along the side of the lane. They ducked down and waited, watching apprehensively.

Jezebel’s heart hammered in her chest. If the wraiths had caught up to them, they were doomed. They had no hope of outrunning them. And she clearly recalled Khaldun’s warning after their last encounter. Unlike that night, now the wraiths would be seeking them specifically.

Seconds later, three horses appeared out of the fog. Jezebel held her breath as they trotted by. But they slowed down right in front of her; Jezebel could make out only one rider. He seemed to be scanning the lane, searching for something. He drew closer. Jezebel pointed her wand, ready to call fire. But the rider moved past them.

Khaldun and Jezebel didn’t dare to move. They couldn’t see anything, but they knew the rider would return any second.

Suddenly Jezebel heard a voice through the fog. “Hello there!” it called. That was no wraith—it was the innkeeper. Overcome with relief, Jezebel bolted out of the trees, Khaldun on her heels. They ran to the dock.

“There you are,” the innkeeper said. The ferryman had just emerged from a small boathouse to greet him. He spotted Khaldun and stopped in his tracks. “Me and a couple of the farmers managed to waylay them soldiers. But one of them got away. Sounds like three of Henry’s wraiths are camped a mile up the road. Reckon you’d better hurry.”

“I couldn’t agree more,” said Jezebel.

“I brought you your horses,” he said, handing them the reins.

“Thank you so much,” Jezebel cried with gratitude.

“How can we repay you?” Khaldun asked.

“No need,” the innkeeper said, “they were yours to begin with. Couldn’t just stand by and watch them rob you like that.”

“Thank you again,” Jezebel said earnestly.

She and Khaldun packed the horses while the innkeeper helped the ferryman untie the boat. It was actually a small barge, big enough to transport a dozen horses or up to three wagon teams.

The innkeeper explained the situation to the ferryman. He sounded perfectly happy to tie up on the opposite shore for the night.

The innkeeper mounted his horse and disappeared into the fog. They shoved off from the dock. The ferryman lowered a pole into the water and began the task of pushing them to the opposite shore.

But suddenly, Jezebel heard a ghastly noise. A shrill cry emanated from the dock behind them; two more answered it. Dread and fear filled Jezebel’s very soul. She strained her eyes to peer through the fog. Silhouetted against the lamplight, she could faintly perceive a horse and rider.

“Wraiths,” Khaldun muttered.

There was another shriek. Suddenly a fire sprouted on the back of the boat. Jezebel pointed her wand and canceled the spell.

The ferryman looked back with terror in his eyes. He redoubled his effort, heaving his pole. Khaldun grabbed a pole and helped hasten their progress. Jezebel had her hands full blocking spells from the wraiths. But they gave up before long. Ten minutes later, they reached the other side. Khaldun helped them dock.

“How far to the next crossing?” he asked the ferryman.

“There’s a bridge about ten miles upstream,” he replied.

“We have to fly,” Khaldun said to Jezebel. “We need to get to Arthos as quickly as possible.”

“Arthos?!” the ferryman said. “That’s two days’ ride from here. You’ll kill your horses before you get there.”

“You have a better idea?” Jezebel asked impatiently.

“I’d hide if it were me. There’s caves up in them hills,” he said, pointing vaguely south. “’Bout ten or twelve miles down the road.”

Jezebel opened her mouth to argue, but Khaldun spoke over her. “It may be our only hope. That will put some distance behind us, at least. And if we can evade them till dawn, we can travel all day in relative safety. Thank you,” he added to the ferryman. He paid him, and they mounted their horses.

They had to keep the animals to a trot for the first mile—the fog made it impossible to go any faster. But after that, they let them gallop for almost two miles. They stopped to rest for a few minutes, then proceeded at a trot.

It was only about ninety minutes before they’d traveled into the hills. Soon after, they found a hunting path that veered to the east. They dismounted and led the horses into the woods.

They walked for nearly an hour. The path wound its way up and down increasingly rough terrain. Trees grew in the valley, but the peaks quickly turned into barren wastelands.

Finally, they found the perfect spot. It wasn’t exactly a cave. Instead, it was a deep crevice in the rockface, wide enough for the horses, but narrow enough to be easily defended.

They led the animals inside and sat on the ground. Jezebel closed her eyes, rubbing her temples. The effects of the alcohol had worn off, but she had a terrible headache.

“You should do that spell to hide our trail,” she suggested.

“I can’t.”

“What? Why not?”

“I can’t do magic.”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

“When you left the room to get help, I realized what was happening to me. I tried to call fire. Nothing happened.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Neither do I,” Khaldun said with a sigh. “I tried it with my staff, too. But that didn’t work.”

“Sorcerers are supposed to be able to do magic without wand or staff, right?”

Khaldun nodded.

“Your eyes are still normal,” Jezebel observed. “Nomad’s were red. Does that have anything to do with it?”

“I don’t know. Sorcerers’ eyes always look like Nomad’s. I don’t understand why mine haven’t changed. Maybe it takes a while for the metamorphosis to complete.

“But that’s why I didn’t want to risk confronting the soldiers. If I hadn’t lost my magic, it would have been easy. I could have made myself invisible. But like this?” He raised his arms in exasperation.

They sat in silence for a minute.

“So if the wraiths do come… I’m our only defense,” Jezebel said quietly.

“Yes,” Khaldun confirmed. “You can do it, Jez. Your command of fire is formidable—I still don’t understand it, but it’s perfect. With any luck you can use that to hold them off until dawn.”

“They were able to disarm me last time,” she pointed out.

“True. But if it happens here, it’ll be easy to find your wand again,” Khaldun replied, looking around them. “Where’s it going to go? It’s not like you can lose it in the underbrush.”

“Should we light a fire?” she asked. “If I lose my wand in the dark, I’ll never find it. Even here.”

“Good idea,” he said. “Darkness will provide no protection if they find our trail. We might as well.”

They left the horses in the crevice and went to collect a night’s supply of kindling. Jezebel started the fire when they returned.

“You should try calling earth again,” Khaldun said. “It could be useful.”

Jezebel hadn’t tried it since their flight from Stiles. Khaldun had to remind her of the incantation. She pointed her wand at the wall and cast the spell.

Something enormous smashed into the rock. Dust and debris flew everywhere. Jezebel had to turn away to shield her eyes. When she looked back, she saw that she’d blown a hole through the corner of the wall, effectively widening the entrance to their hiding place.

Khaldun stared at her for a moment, his mouth open. “Don’t do that again,” he said. “We don’t want the hill crashing down upon us.”

“No,” she agreed, thrilled, and scared at the same time. How could she possibly possess so much power?

“Try it on one of the trees,” Khaldun suggested.

Jezebel moved out of the crevice. The land was awash in moonlight. She aimed straight across the valley, at one of the larger trees. She cast the spell, and the trunk splintered with a sharp crack as if someone had thrown an enormous boulder at it. The top third of the tree toppled over and crashed, hanging by a few strands.

“Perhaps that’s enough practice,” Khaldun said mildly.

“You’re impressed, aren’t you?” Jezebel said, smiling broadly.

“Certainly. The scope of your power remains fairly limited, but your command of earth now seems to rival your skill with fire. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

Khaldun sat before the fire, his back against the wall. Jezebel settled down as well, leaning against him. “We’re not going to make it, are we?” she asked quietly. “Even if we survive tonight, we’re still a couple of days from Arthos. I’m not strong enough to defend us from three wraiths by myself. And if Henry wants a sorcerer as badly as you say he does, we’ll be facing more than three of them before long.”

Khaldun didn’t reply at first. “It’s true,” he said finally, his voice grim. “When they attacked the wayfarers, they were relentless. Nomad could have handled them if he didn’t have to protect the troupe. They only wanted him, so he could have fled to draw them off, but they would have butchered our people in the process. We had another mage at the time, too, but even so, we suffered several casualties.”

“How did you defeat them?” Jezebel asked.

“We were in Stoutwall at the time. I rode ahead to the castle with a messenger from the local holding. The prince rode out with his sorcerer and some of their troops, and together, we drove the wraiths away.”

They sat quietly for a long time. Jezebel strained her ears listening for the wraiths’ ghastly cries. But the land was quiet. The crackling flames and the crickets in the woods provided the only noise.

“You’re in love with Allison, aren’t you?” Khaldun asked eventually.

“Yes,” she replied without hesitation. “And I fear what she’ll say when I tell her about tonight.”

Khaldun chuckled softly. “It’s not like you’re married.”

“No,” she said. “But we started making plans to spend our lives together. Flirting with you was one thing. But sleeping with you was clearly out of bounds.”

“So why did you do it? You spurned plenty of other suitors.”

Jezebel sighed. “I was drunk. I gave in to my feelings. I’ll admit, I’ve fallen in love with you, too.”

“Would you choose me over Allison?”

“No. But I wish I didn’t have to choose. My heart is big enough for both of you.”

“You’d make a good wayfarer,” Khaldun told her.

“Oh? How so?”

Khaldun collected his thoughts for a moment. “Our lives are less structured and rigid than what I’ve seen in the princedoms. When we’re hungry, we eat; when we’re tired, we sleep.”

“And when you’re horny, you fornicate?” Jezebel asked with a grin.

“Yes,” Khaldun said with a shrug.

“Don’t wayfarers get married?”

“Some do. But it’s not too common. Most people have multiple partners.”

“What about children?”

“What about them?”

Jezebel giggled. “How do you keep track of who’s whose? If everyone’s sleeping around all the time, there must be bastards everywhere.”

“We don’t have bastards,” he said. “The concept is foreign to us. I grew up with Nomad because my parents died. But truthfully, I have no way to know for sure if my father was my biological father. It wouldn’t have mattered. My parents would have raised me along with any other children my mother birthed. And besides, in large part, wayfarers raise their children communally.”

“Interesting,” Jezebel said. “And practical, given your nomadic lifestyle. But what about you? Are you in love with Allison?”

Khaldun let out a long sigh. “I don’t know. There’s something about her. I suppose I can’t love her—I’ve never even spoken to her. But she’s… enchanting.”

“You just want to get her into bed,” Jezebel teased.

“Of course,” Khaldun admitted. “But it’s much more than that. There’s an attraction that I can’t explain. When you two walked by our camp that day, I felt her before I saw either of you. It was the same sensation I always had when Nomad cast a powerful spell. A tingling, almost.

“I felt it again when we performed at the castle. Sitting so close to her was nearly unbearable. I was drawn to her like a magnet. You tell me, is that love?”

“Maybe,” Jezebel said. “I’ve felt something similar—around both of you, to be honest. But tell me, why did you sleep with me if you think you’re in love with her?”

Khaldun grinned. “There’s a big difference between love and lust.”

Jezebel laughed. “For certain.”

“You’re not upset?” Khaldun asked sarcastically. “I haven’t broken your heart?”

“Not at all,” Jezebel replied. “You’ve made my decision simple. I could never be with someone who didn’t love me. So I choose Allison—if she’ll still have me.”

They didn’t talk for a while. Jezebel grew drowsy.

“Sleep,” Khaldun told her. “You’re going to need your strength. I’ll wake you if they find us. I should be able to sense them from far away now. We’ll have sufficient warning.”

Jezebel wasn’t going to argue. She curled up with her head in his lap and drifted off to sleep immediately.


Chapter 12
The Black Dragon


Khaldun shook Jezebel awake. She jumped to her feet.

“They’re coming,” he said, his face grim.

Jezebel moved to the edge of the crevice, looking out over the valley. The sky in the east was growing brighter above the opposite hill.

“Dawn in an hour, I think,” Khaldun told her. “Maybe sooner. But they’re almost upon us.”

“I don’t hear anything,” Jezebel said.

“Neither do I. But I can feel them.”

The next few minutes were tense. Jezebel had her wand drawn, ready to call fire or earth. Suddenly she heard a noise. There were voices echoing across the valley.

Jezebel retreated into the crevice. She picked out a branch from the unused firewood. Lighting the end on fire, she handed it to Khaldun.

“Those voices belong to men,” she told him. “That’ll be better than nothing if they make it in here.”

He nodded and moved a little deeper into the gap. Jezebel stood at the opening, scanning the path below. A few seconds later, she saw them.

There were four soldiers on horseback. She thought she recognized them as the men from the inn the previous night. Jezebel didn’t wait to confirm her suspicion. She pointed her wand and called fire.

Jezebel showed no mercy. She ignited all four from within. They fell screaming from their horses. They rolled down the stony hill, into the valley, like so many torches. The horses whinnied in panic, turning to gallop back the way they’d come.

Suddenly there was a shrill cry in the forest below. Two others answered the call. Something massive struck the wall to Jezebel’s left. She ducked inside the crevice as dust and debris exploded around her. One of the wraiths had blown a hole in the side of the hill, more substantial than Jezebel’s earlier that night.

“How the hell do I defend against that?!” she shouted. “If they hit me, I’m dead!”

“Don’t let them hit you!” Khaldun yelled back.

Jezebel dropped to her belly. She crawled to the path, careful not to present them too much of a target.

Far below, she could see two riders moving through the trees: these were the wraiths. But the innkeeper had said there were three—where was the third? She didn’t wait to find out.

She called fire again, igniting two enormous trees directly in front of the riders. A second later, she called earth. Something huge smashed into the first rider’s horse; it reared, throwing him from its back. Jezebel hit the second horse and its rider jumped off. Both animals bolted in terror.

Suddenly a tower of flame erupted directly in front of Jezebel. The heat was overwhelming; Jezebel scurried deeper into the opening. The horses whinnied nervously.

“Cancel it!” Khaldun yelled.

Jezebel shouted the incantation and spoke the word of command. The flames went out, leaving scorched earth.

Jezebel crept to the edge again. The two wraiths were clambering up the hill. She pointed her wand and called a wall of fire directly in their path. One of them extinguished it an instant later.

The other stood tall, holding his hands out to his sides. He shrieked, and there were words in his cry. Suddenly a coiled serpent appeared next to Jezebel. It reared its flat head, hissing at her. Its giant teeth were only inches from her face.

“It’s not real!” Khaldun told her. “It’s an illusion.”

Jezebel didn’t know what would happen if she were bitten by an imaginary cobra. She didn’t wait to find out. Backing away carefully, she pointed her wand and incinerated the snake.

Another shrill cry rose from the valley. It felt like an earthquake had struck. Dirt and stones dribbled down on them from overhead.

Jezebel had an idea. Creeping closer to the edge again, she chose two of the nearest trees. She called earth twice in rapid succession, hitting each of them near the base of their trunks. The trees exploded as if struck by lightning. An instant later, she summoned fire, igniting them.

It worked: both trees fell toward the hill. The wraiths turned in surprise. One of them shrieked, casting some kind of spell. But it failed. One tree landed right on top of him. Jezebel could hear him wailing as his black robes caught fire. He was pinned.

Please, let him be roasted alive, Jezebel thought.

The second wraith had managed to avoid the danger. He resumed his climb up the hill.

But suddenly, there was a scream much closer. Jezebel turned: the third wraith was storming up the path on his horse, bearing down on her. She scampered out of the way, only just in time. The wraith had called earth. The spell slammed into the ground, forming a crater across the opening to the crevice. Dirt and rocks showered Jezebel as she rolled away.

She got to her feet and spat dirt out of her mouth. The wraith had reined in his horse and now stood across the crater from her. Jezebel hated to do it, but she called fire and ignited his animal from the inside. It burst into flames, engulfing the wraith.

The dead animal fell over, taking its rider with it as it toppled down the hill. Jezebel climbed into the crater and peered over the far edge. There was nothing to see. But she crawled out the other side just as the last wraith crested the hill, directly in front of her.

Jezebel backpedaled and lost her balance. She fell into the crater, dropping her wand. The wraith called fire, and a wall of flame sprung up around the edge of the hole. The circle tightened, closing in around her. Jezebel saw the wraith jump over her as she scuttled to retrieve her wand.

She put out the flames and scrambled out of the crater. The wraith was bearing down on Khaldun. He brandished the flaming branch in front of him, trying to light the wraith’s robes. But the wraith extinguished the flame.

Jezebel pointed her wand, reciting the spell to call earth. But the spell had no effect. The wraith rounded on her and hit her with a spell of his own. It walloped her in the midsection, launching her clear across the crater.

Jezebel hit the ground hard and lost her wand. She tried to regain her balance but failed, rolling uncontrollably down the hill, past one of the flaming trees.

She came to rest in the valley and scrambled to her feet. It took a few seconds to get her wind back. Jezebel’s heart sank—Khaldun was still up there.

And then she saw the fallen wraith only feet away, moving toward her. Panic-stricken, Jezebel started her climb back up the hill, desperate to find her wand. But suddenly there was a horrible scream from above. It was much louder than anything before. And in that instant, Jezebel’s heart lifted. The sun peeked over the opposite hill, its light filling their crevice.

A black shape flew from the opening and streaked down the hill like the wind. It disappeared into the forest, shrieking the entire way. The other wraith looked up, saw the sunlight, and bolted after its partner.

Jezebel clambered up the hill. It was difficult, with stones slipping beneath her hands and feet. She saw the wraith pinned under the burning tree as she went by. Somehow, the thing was still alive. It was silent but struggling to free itself.

Khaldun called out to her from the path. Her heart soared: he was still alive. She made it to the top, and he helped her to her feet. Jezebel told him about the trapped wraith.

“We should kill it before we leave,” he said. “There will be one less for our pursuit.”

“How do you kill a wraith?” Jezebel asked.

“You’ll see,” he said with a grim smile.

They packed everything first and searched for Jezebel’s wand. It had rolled down the hill, landing close to where she’d fallen earlier.

Khaldun found a large stone, and they climbed back toward the wraith. He instructed Jezebel to put out the burning tree. She did so, and they approached their enemy.

The wraith seemed to be unconscious. It moved jerkily as if having a nightmare. Its robes were charred to dust, revealing its blackened body. In some places, its bones showed through the skin.

Khaldun crawled within inches of the monster. He smashed its skull repeatedly with the rock. Then he pulled a knife from his belt and began cutting off its head. It was grisly work. It took more than thirty minutes to saw through the tendons and sinews and sever it completely.

Once he was done, he left the head next to the body. They clambered away.

“Dredmort might still be able to bring it back,” he told Jezebel once they’d reached the path. “You need to call the hottest fire you can. It will burn now, but you need to reduce it to ash to make sure it can’t come back.”

Jezebel nodded. She turned to face the wraith. Focusing for a minute, she pointed her wand and cast the spell. A blaze erupted that consumed the entire hillside, burning white-hot around the wraith. They had to move into the crevice to escape the heat.

Jezebel looked at Khaldun. His eyes were still normal. But his face was golden. There was no mistaking what he was.

“Has your magic returned?” she asked.

“No,” he said with a sigh. “I don’t understand it.”

Jezebel removed her shirt. Khaldun stared at her. “What are you doing? This is hardly the time…”

“Don’t worry, I’m not in the mood,” she said with a grin. “But we need to make some attempt to disguise you. Until your power comes back, we don’t want people knowing what you are.”

“Good point,” he muttered.

“This is already ripped to shreds,” she said, tossing him her shirt. “See if you can fashion a hood out of it. We’ve got to cover your face.”

Jezebel dug through her pack and removed another shirt. She threw it on while Khaldun tore her old one apart.

Twenty minutes later, Jezebel put out the conflagration. They couldn’t approach the remains of the wraith because of the heat still emanating from the ground. But Khaldun was pretty sure she’d done the job. They mounted their horses and set out down the path.

When they emerged from the woods, they stopped for a minute by the side of the road. Khaldun donned his makeshift hood.

“You look ridiculous,” Jezebel told him.

“Thank you,” he said. “We’ll probably be safe as long as the daylight lasts. We don’t want to injure the horses; we’ll have to keep it to a trot if we want them to last the entire journey. But we need to put as many miles behind us today as possible.”

“What makes you so sure Dredmort won’t come here himself?” Jezebel asked.

“He probably will,” Khaldun replied. “But it will take time for the wraiths to get a message to him. And it will take days for Dredmort to get here. We’ve got enough of a head start that we should be able to make Arthos well before he does.”

“And what then?” Jezebel asked. “What’s to stop them from attacking us there?”

“Arthos is a free democratic city. It’s independent of any princedom. And it’s got a strong military—it has to, to survive. They won’t allow Dredmort to enter the city in force.”

“They have witches and wizards?”

“Yes,” Khaldun replied. “A dozen or more. Arthos is something of a haven for mages. Probably due to its proximity to the university.”

“Let’s hope we make it that far,” Jezebel said. “I’m worried about surviving another night.”

They headed southeast on the road.

“You know, you should consider attending the university,” Khaldun told her.

“I don’t think so,” Jezebel said. “My life is in Spanbrook.”

“Suit yourself,” he said. “But you’d thrive in that environment. With your power…”

“What power? I can only do a few spells!”

“True,” Khaldun said. “But you’re more powerful than I am—well, than I was. I couldn’t have produced that inferno you summoned back there.”

“Truly?”

“Not even close, and I’ve been doing magic for years. But I’m only a novice. There are people at the university who could teach you things I couldn’t even begin to describe.”

“I guess I’ll think about it,” she said.

They rode all day, stopping a few times to eat and let the animals rest. As sunset approached, they tried to find somewhere sheltered to make camp. But the country was flatter here. In between the random town or village, it was mostly farmland.

Eventually, they found a stand of trees and made camp in the hollow between them. But as they set up the tent, they noticed flashes of light in the western sky.

“Is that lightning?” asked Jezebel.

“I don’t think so,” Khaldun replied, gazing intently back the way they’d come. “There’s not a cloud in the sky.”

“What is it then?”

Khaldun didn’t reply for a few moments.

“It’s magic,” he replied finally. “I can feel it.”

“Magic? Is it the wraiths? What are they doing?”

“I don’t know. Perhaps we should keep going,” Khaldun suggested.

“What, overnight?” asked Jezebel.

“The wraiths’ mounts are normal horses,” he said. “If they force them to gallop too far, they’ll die. We’ve probably gone over twenty miles today. It would take them most of the night to catch us—but they would catch us. If we keep going…”

“Wait a minute—you haven’t slept in days. You stayed awake last night watching for the wraiths. And before that, you didn’t sleep since before the inn.”

Khaldun shrugged. “I’m not sleepy. We should go as far as we can.”

They broke camp and continued on their course. But by midnight, Jezebel was struggling to keep her eyes open. She followed Khaldun off the road. They didn’t bother making camp; Jezebel curled up on the soft ground. Khaldun stood watch, and within minutes, Jezebel fell asleep.

Khaldun woke her before dawn. She sat up, instantly alert. “What is it?”

“Nothing,” he said. “It’s been quiet. I’m a little surprised we haven’t at least encountered any soldiers. The wraiths may hide from daylight, but the rest of Henry’s men do not.”

“Maybe our lead is too great,” she said. Jezebel was famished. She pulled some meat and fruit out of her pack and ate.

“Perhaps,” Khaldun said skeptically. “But we should get moving as soon as you’re ready.”

They rode all day. Jezebel failed to understand how Khaldun was able to go so long without sleep.

They stopped at sunset to eat. Jezebel fetched the mirror from her pack. She spoke to Allison for a long time. She told her everything that had happened since the last time they talked, omitting only her sexual encounter with Khaldun. She decided that conversation would work better in person.

Allison seemed to be enjoying herself. Not once had the demon made an appearance. She socialized as much as possible with everyone she met. And she’d even had two marriage proposals. Aldo wasn’t amused.

Khaldun and Jezebel traveled late into the night again. By the time they stopped, Jezebel was exhausted. Khaldun kept watch again while she went to sleep.

Jezebel woke to find the sun well above the horizon. Khaldun was eating. She stretched and groaned.

“I can’t wait to sleep in a bed again,” she said.

Khaldun smiled at her. “Tonight, hopefully. We should make Arthos before sunset.”

Sure enough, they arrived at the city with almost an hour of daylight to spare. Jezebel’s first glimpse of the area had taken place as they rounded a low hill. She couldn’t believe its sheer size. The city seemed to sprawl to the horizon. It was bigger than anything she’d ever imagined.

They skirted the outlying houses and found a barn. It was far enough from the farmhouse for them to enter unseen. Khaldun hid there with his horse and sent Jezebel into the city to find his favorite inn.

“It’s called the Black Dragon,” he said. “Stick to the road into the city. It’s two or three blocks past the guard station, on the right. You can’t miss it.”

“Is there a sign?” Jezebel asked skeptically.

Khaldun laughed. “Yes, an enormous one. Take this.” He handed her their money pouch. “Pay for three nights.”

“Three?”

“We have to figure out a way to leave the city unnoticed by Henry’s men,” Khaldun said. “I know some people here who might be willing to help us.”

Jezebel raised her eyebrows at him.

Khaldun laughed again. “Don’t worry—I’ve never slept with anyone in Arthos. This won’t be a repeat of Stiles, I promise. Anyway, it might take some time to find my friends. If we need more than three nights, we can extend our stay. Come right back once you’ve secured us a room. It should be dark by then; I’ll be able to sneak into the city unseen.”

“What if Henry’s men show up here?” she asked. “What will you do?”

“They won’t. Our lead is certainly too great by now.”

Jezebel nodded. She kissed him on the cheek and mounted her horse. She approached the guard station five minutes later. To avoid attracting undue attention, she stuffed her wand inside her shirt. The guards waved her through without questioning her.

Arthos was bustling with activity. There were people everywhere. Jezebel rode up the street and, sure enough, found the Black Dragon without a problem. A black signboard ran across the entire front of the building, with a dragon carved into it in gold. A separate sign hung over the door with the words “Black Dragon.”

The building was enormous. It was four stories tall and appeared to take up an entire city block. Jezebel tied her horse and went inside.

The front room served as a reception area. Jezebel walked up to the counter. The man there was friendly and helpful. She paid for three nights and requested something on the ground floor. He gave her a set of keys and told her where to find her room.

Jezebel thanked him and walked through the double doors at the end of the counter. She emerged into a huge common room, not too crowded, with a separate tavern behind it. Across the common room, she went through another set of doors and down a long hallway. At the end of the passage, there was an exit to her right. Their room was across from that.

“Perfect,” Jezebel muttered with a smile.

She let herself into the room. It was much more spacious than the accommodations in the last inn. And it had a back door.

Curious, Jezebel walked to the window. She moved the drapes aside to reveal a courtyard in the center of the quad.

She left the room by the front door, locked it, and went out of the adjacent exit. Jezebel found the stables next to the inn. She returned to the front of the building and mounted her horse. The sun had set by the time she made it back to Khaldun’s hiding place in the barn.

She told Khaldun how to find their room, suggesting that he use the side entrance to the inn. He handed her the reins to his horse, and they left the barn. Khaldun disappeared into the night. Jezebel rode back into town, leading the second animal.

The guards on duty gave her a strange look. She guessed it must have looked rather odd for someone to be leading a packed, saddled, riderless horse. But luckily, the shift had changed; these weren’t the same people she’d seen earlier. She figured those men probably would have questioned her if they’d seen her pass through a second time after so short an interval.

Jezebel stabled the horses and carried her gear into the room. She had to make a second trip for Khaldun’s packs. After that, she waited by the door. Five minutes later, there was a soft knock. It was Khaldun.

They settled into the room, and Khaldun collapsed on the bed.

“I’m getting tired now,” he said with a sigh.

“No wonder,” Jezebel replied. “How long has it been since you slept? I’m not sleepy, but I am starving. I’ll go get us some food.”

“Yes, a hot meal sounds good right now,” he agreed.

Jezebel wandered down the hall to the common room and went into the tavern. The place was reasonably busy now. She sat at the bar and ordered dinner. The fare was fancier here than in Raymour. Jezebel selected the house specialty: a chicken dish with noodles and fresh vegetables. She also chose a bottle of wine from a local vineyard.

Jezebel scanned the room while she waited. There were many farmers here. But there were also merchants and businessmen. She spotted two women who could only be prostitutes. And in the far corner sat a very strange-looking man.

His robes were a patchwork of brown and green. He had wild, scraggly hair and a long beard. He was smoking a pipe. And Jezebel realized with a start that he was staring back at her from under his bushy eyebrows. He lifted his mug to her.

Jezebel turned away. She had no idea who he might be, but she didn’t like the look of him. He was probably some local lunatic. She knew the type; there was one in Spanbrook who frequented her uncle’s place. He was always predicting people’s futures based on the movements of the stars and foretelling the end of the world.

Her food was ready a short while later. The bartender brought it out on a large tray. She stuffed the wine bottle under one arm and carried the tray out of the room. The old man in the corner was gone.

Jezebel walked through the common room and down the hall. But as she approached her door, the crazy-looking old man walked in from the outside.

“Good evening,” he said, his voice low and resonant. “Jezebel of Spanbrook, I presume?”

“Never heard of her,” she said, suddenly very frightened. Who the hell was this man? And how did he know her name? She banged on her door with one foot; it opened to admit her. Jezebel slid inside, and Khaldun closed the door behind her, careful not to reveal himself.

“Who was that?” he whispered.

Jezebel told him the whole story.

“Apparently, Henry has men stationed in Arthos,” Khaldun said, looking scared. “They must have been watching for us. This makes matters more difficult.”

“How would they know about us? No messenger could have arrived here any faster than we did.”

“They might have mirrors or seeing stones,” Khaldun said.

“Damn. I forgot about that. What are we going to do?”

Khaldun thought for a minute. “We need to leave. We can sneak out the back and disappear into the city. I know Arthos well.”

“What about the horses? And our gear?”

“It’ll only slow us down. Once I locate my friends, and we find a way to leave the city unnoticed, we can buy what we need.”

“Not horses—we don’t have enough for that.”

“No matter. We’re close to the university now. We can walk the rest of the way.”

Jezebel took a deep breath. She looked longingly at the food and the feather bed. “So be it. Let’s go.”

She moved to the window and pulled the drapes aside an inch or two, peering outside. “It’s clear.”

Khaldun opened the door. But as Jezebel crossed the threshold, the crazy old man appeared out of nowhere, holding a wand to her throat. He pushed her back into the room.


Chapter 13
Raphael


Jezebel backed away, stumbling into Khaldun. The old man moved into the room. The door slammed shut behind him, seemingly of its own accord.

“You’re… You’re a wizard,” Jezebel stammered, staring at his wand.

“Well spotted,” the man replied, a twinkle in his eye. “I’m called Raphael. I would have introduced myself earlier if you’d given me the opportunity.”

“What do you want?” Jezebel asked. She knew very well what—or whom—he wanted. But she was trying to buy some time to think of a way out of this. Her wand was in her pocket. If she could distract him somehow, get his eyes off of them for just a moment, she might be able to draw it.

“My primary goal is to get the two of you out of this city,” Raphael replied.

Jezebel started inching away from Khaldun. If she could put enough distance between them, and get the man to look in Khaldun’s direction, she could slide her hand into her pocket without attracting his notice.

“What’s the point?” Khaldun asked spitefully. “Wouldn’t it be easier to keep us here until the wraiths arrive? They’ll probably be here by morning.”

“Sooner than that, I’m afraid,” Raphael said. “And that is why we must leave immediately. We won’t make it out of the city tonight—we’ll have to hide you for now. I’ve secured a room across the quad. If we can move you there unseen, you should be safe for a day or two. With a little luck, the enemy might even assume you’ve departed when they find your room empty.”

“You want to keep us from the wraiths?!” Khaldun asked, befuddled. Jezebel took a few more steps away from him. “What—are you trying to upstage Dredmort or something? Earn points with Henry for bringing him a sorcerer yourself?”

“Why would I want to bring you to Henry?” Raphael demanded. “That’s exactly what we must avoid!”

Khaldun and Jezebel both stared at him incredulously.

A look of sudden comprehension washed over Raphael’s face. “You don’t remember me, do you?” he asked Khaldun. “I guess that shouldn’t surprise me. We met only once, many years ago. Right after Nomad started teaching you.”

Jezebel turned her body slowly, hiding her right side from Raphael. She slipped her hand into her pocket.

“I don’t know any Nomad,” Khaldun said.

Raphael shook his head disapprovingly. “You’re not a good liar, Khaldun. You’re obviously a wayfarer, and every mage on the continent knows that Nomad travels with the troupe.”

Jezebel drew her wand, pointing it at Raphael. “That’s enough. Drop your wand. NOW!”

Raphael stared at her in surprise for a moment. Then he shook his head. “I assure you, Lady Jezebel, I mean you no harm. But if you wish to escape those who do, we must remove Khaldun from this room as quickly as possible.”

“Why should we trust you?” Jezebel demanded. “We’ve never seen you before. How do we know the wraiths aren’t waiting for us across the quad?”

“You are wise to be suspicious. But if I intended to bring you to Henry, we wouldn’t be standing here enjoying this pleasant conversation. You’d both be unconscious by now, probably bound and gagged. And I certainly wouldn’t have let you keep your wand.”

“Let me keep my wand?” Jezebel demanded.

Something smashed into her right arm. Her wand flew out of her hand and vanished.

Raphael raised his eyebrows at her. “Now. Come with me. When we get to my room, I promise I will explain everything.”

Jezebel didn’t see that they had a choice. She moved to the door, Khaldun right behind her.

“Henry’s spies are sure to be watching,” Raphael told them. “I’m going to make us invisible. But stay quiet. The spell doesn’t block sound.”

“What about our gear?” Jezebel asked.

“I’ll return for it once we’ve secured Khaldun,” Raphael told her.

He led them into the night. Only a few other people were in the courtyard. One was sitting on the edge of a fountain in the middle of the quad. A young couple strolled along the walkway behind the tavern. Jezebel scanned the windows lining the walls all around them, searching for prying eyes. She saw no one.

They walked through an opening in the far corner and went back inside the building. Raphael opened a door halfway down the hall and ushered them inside.

Jezebel still half-expected to find wraiths waiting for them. But the room was empty. Raphael lit a small lamp on the chest of drawers.

“Wait here, and I’ll retrieve your belongings,” the wizard said. “I’ve put a spell on the windows to prevent anyone from seeing inside. Nobody will know you’re here, even if they press their nose to the glass.”

“Could you bring the food, too?” Jezebel asked. “I’m famished. And the wine. It’ll go a long way toward earning our trust.”

Raphael grinned at her and left the room.

“I think I believe him,” Khaldun said. “I do vaguely recall meeting an old wizard once when I was very young. It could have been him.”

“Yes,” Jezebel agreed. “It’s clear he would be acting differently if he were working for Henry.”

Jezebel sat at the table by the window. She peered outside but could see no sign of Raphael’s passage. She kept her eye on the door to their old room but never saw it move. Five minutes later, Raphael returned. He seemed to be empty-handed. But with a flick of his wand, their gear appeared in the corner, the tray of food in his left hand. He walked across the room and set it down on the table. He produced the bottle of wine from inside his robes and handed Jezebel her wand.

“How did you carry so much in one trip?” she asked.

Raphael raised one eyebrow at her.

“He called air, Jez,” Khaldun explained. “You can make things weightless.”

“Oh,” she replied, mystified.

“Eat while it’s still warm,” Raphael suggested. “We have much to discuss once you’ve finished.”

Khaldun and Jezebel scarfed down their food. Raphael sat on the edge of the bed and lit his pipe. Jezebel took a swig of wine and offered it to the wizard. He turned it down with a wave of his hand. She passed it to Khaldun instead. And in the dim lamplight flickering across the room, they talked.

“So. Trust can wait until later,” Raphael said. “For now, do you believe that I do not work for Henry?”

Jezebel nodded.

“Who do you work for?” asked Khaldun.

“No one,” the wizard replied. “At least, officially. I operate behind the scenes, opposing Henry and others like him. I endeavor to undermine his power. I haven’t been too successful, you may think—I can see it in your eyes. But I assure you, without my efforts, Henry would be even stronger than he is already. I have, at least, been able to help confine him to Maeda for the time being, and west of the River Mayne. It is a lonely business, for the most part. Although there are a few others like me. The university, shall we say, tacitly approves of our activities, although they cannot openly condone them.”

“Why not?” asked Jezebel.

“They must maintain the pretense of neutrality, of course,” Raphael said. “As the guardians of occult knowledge on the continent, they cannot be perceived as favoring any one princedom over any other.”

“So you’re helping us to make sure Henry doesn’t acquire me?” Khaldun asked.

“Yes. We must get you to the university. However, given your current condition, that task may prove impossible.”

“Why? What condition?” Jezebel asked.

“As I’m sure Khaldun is aware, Henry would stop at nothing to obtain a sorcerer. I shudder to think what he might achieve if he were to enlist such a mage. But finding an unbound sorcerer parading across the countryside… That would make his job far too easy for my liking. You can be certain that he will pursue you with particular zeal.

“This begs the question, what was Nomad thinking, allowing you to journey alone in your state?”

Khaldun slumped in his chair. “Aldo’s necromancer killed Nomad. We set out for the university on separate business. I didn’t transform until a few nights ago.”

Raphael started in surprise. “Myrddin killed Nomad? Why?”

“My cousin—Princess Allison—is being haunted by a demon,” Jezebel explained. “It possessed Nomad and… raped her. Aldo ordered him killed. Myrddin told me he knows a way to destroy the demon. But Aldo refuses to allow it. He says it’s too dangerous. So Khaldun and I are going to the university to see Enigma. We’re hoping he might be able to help us.”

Raphael smoked his pipe for a moment, looking troubled. “This is grievous news. Nomad was an old, dear friend. You are right to seek Enigma—he may be the only one who can help you. The university upholds the ban on necromancy with something akin to religious fervor. Enigma is more open-minded and wiser than most.

“But unfortunately, he has left the university.”

“What?!” Khaldun blurted. “But he was a governor! He can’t leave.”

“Normally, that’s true,” Raphael said, taking a deep breath. “A governorship is a lifetime appointment. But Syllith was censured and forced to resign—I’ve not been able to find out why. She left the university; Enigma retired soon after. That was almost six months ago.”

“Who’s Syllith?” Khaldun asked.

“She’s a witch, and Enigma’s conjurnor,” Raphael told them. “He’s bound to her,” he added in response to their blank stares.

“I’m sorry,” said Khaldun. “You used that term before, too—but I don’t know what it means for someone to be bound.”

“Ah,” Raphael replied, heaving a great sigh. “This is going to take some explaining. But you must understand.

“The metamorphosis you underwent opens your channels of power. That’s why a sorcerer can conjure without wand or staff. Your very body becomes the physical conduit for the magical force.

“For millennia, it has been common practice for a sorcerer to be bound. The mage’s soul is tethered to another, sometimes a ruling prince or princess—or a king in the old days. The rite is ancient; it predates the Pythan Empire by hundreds of years, at least.

“A sorcerer serves the person to whom he or she is bound—the conjurnor—and cannot cause them harm, magically or physically. Thus it is impossible for such a mage to overthrow the ruler and seize power. And of course, sorcerers are never allowed to rule.”

“Why not?” asked Jezebel.

“Too much power,” said Raphael. “Only once has a necromancer or sorcerer ever sat upon a throne. The results were disastrous.

“In any event, a sorcerer’s binding cannot be undone, unless the conjurnor dies. Furthermore, the rite makes the mage’s true name known to the conjurnor.”

“True name?” Khaldun asked.

“Every mage has one,” Raphael said, nodding. “Most never learn it themselves. Knowing your true name would give you power over your own soul. You could stop yourself from dying. But if anyone else were to learn it, they would have the power to banish you from existence.”

“What does that mean?” Khaldun asked fearfully.

“It means you would die, and your soul would be destroyed. You would not live on as a spirit or demon.”

“So… That means a conjurnor could kill his sorcerer simply by naming him?” Jezebel asked. “Aldo could murder Myrddin with a word?”

“Essentially correct,” Raphael said. “Every sorcerer—or necromancer, in Myrddin’s case—is bound to someone. Nomad was bound to Badru. Myrddin to Aldo. There are six sorcerers on the council of governors at the university. Each is bound to a different witch or wizard, who also sits on the board. No one council member is ever allowed to act as conjurnor for more than one sorcerer. This ensures that none of them can ever grow too powerful.

“The same holds for the princedoms. The university rarely allows a sorcerer to take an assignment in the outside world. But it never allows any ruler to control more than one sorcerer. The consequences were devastating the last time that happened.”

“When was that?” asked Khaldun.

“Don’t you know your history?” Raphael demanded. “That’s how the Pythan Empire started! King Saliman of Pytha was assigned a sorcerer. Her name was Nyro; she was bound to the king. Soon after her appointment, Nyro became a necromancer—an extremely powerful one. Together, over a period of many years, Nyro and Saliman managed to abduct a handful of unbound sorcerers. The operation was totally clandestine; the sorcerers disappeared on their way to the university, and nobody knew what had happened to them.

“But eventually, the king revealed his true power and began the conquest of the continent. By that time, every one of his sorcerers had become a necromancer. They controlled powerful demons that terrorized the land. Nobody could resist them. Within a few years, Saliman annexed the entire kingdom of Shifar. He murdered the king and his family, leaving no possible heir.

“Maeda fell next. And as Saliman brought more sorcerers into the fold, it wasn’t long before they subverted Kong and Dorshire as well.

“But in the end, Saliman was betrayed. Not even Nyro could undo her bond. But she discovered a way to reverse it—nobody else has ever found the spell. She became the conjurnor, taking back her true name. Saliman no longer had the power to destroy her, and instead was bound to her. Of course, the other twelve necromancers—known as the Sacred Circle—were still bound to Saliman, so Nyro kept him alive. She commanded the others through him. When Saliman died, the bond of every necromancer in the Circle transferred to his heir. But the heir also inherited Saliman’s bond to Nyro.

“Under Nyro, the continent endured three hundred years of darkness. Her power was unimaginable, and she was like a god. Mortal men were mere chattel to her. Only when the surviving lines of princes united and sought the help of the elves from across the Lonely Sea was Nyro finally overthrown. The elves killed the necromancers and destroyed their demons.”

“How did you know Khaldun was unbound?” Jezebel asked.

“His eyes,” Raphael replied. “The rite of binding turns the irises red.”

“That explains it,” Khaldun said with a nod. “But wait—Henry and Dredmort tried to take Nomad once. How would that have worked if he was bound to Badru?”

“They would have murdered Badru and his heirs,” Raphael said simply. “That would have left Nomad unbound. Dredmort knows the spell of binding. He would have established Henry, or possibly himself as Nomad’s conjurnor.”

“Why murder Badru’s heir?” Jezebel asked.

“Because Nomad’s bond would have passed to that person in the event of Badru’s death,” Raphael explained. “Typically, naming an heir is a simple legal matter. But in the case of a conjurnor, there is a magical rite that must be invoked as well. It is typical for a conjurnor to name a line of succession at least three deep. That way, even if someone murders the heir, the sorcerer’s bond still passes to someone in that person’s line.

“That’s how Enigma came to be bound to Syllith. Ferdinand, his former conjurnor, was very old. Syllith was something of a prodigy at the university. She was designated heir, and Enigma’s bond passed to her when Ferdinand died. To the best of my knowledge, she was the youngest mage ever appointed to the council.”

“But I’m unbound,” Khaldun said, suddenly seeming to comprehend the magnitude of his danger. “If Henry catches me…”

“You finally understand,” Raphael said with a grim smile.

“Can you bind me?”

“I? No. Only the governors possess the spell of binding.”

“Then how does Dredmort know it?” Jezebel asked. “Surely, he’s not a governor?”

“No. In fact, Dredmort was expelled from the university for experimenting with necromancy,” Raphael told them.

“I’ve heard about that,” said Khaldun. “But then I learned that only sorcerers could become necromancers.”

“Strictly speaking, that is true,” Raphael replied. “But Dredmort has gone farther along the path than any other non-sorcerer. The spell of binding comes from necromancy originally, believe it or not. Dredmort managed to discover the enchantments that make up the rite and performed it on another wizard. But only a sorcerer can be bound to a non-sorcerer—or vice-versa.”

“So, what happened?” Jezebel asked quietly.

“That’s how he created the wraiths,” Khaldun said with a look of dawning comprehension.

“Indeed,” said Raphael. “Horrible creatures who no longer possess a soul of their own. They provide Dredmort with terrible power, but he is no necromancer.”

“I saw him convert one of them,” said Khaldun, “but I didn’t know that was the rite of binding—I didn’t know anything about that at the time.”

“Wait—you saw him do it?” asked Jezebel.

“Yes,” Khaldun replied, taking a deep breath. “Remember when I told you about fighting the wraiths on the way to Stoutwall?” Jezebel nodded. “That started when Henry sent an army to retrieve an ancient artifact from Stanbridge, and the wayfarers got caught up in the conflict. I ended up breaking into Henry’s castle with another mage to retake the artifact, and that’s when I saw Dredmort create one of the wraiths. But my understanding was that he wasn’t powerful enough to do that without the artifact.”

“Yes, but that’s only because he was using the rite on normal mages,” Raphael explained. “It was designed for sorcerers. Dredmort had to alter the incantations to get them to work on witches and wizards, but didn’t possess sufficient power to complete the rite that way—he could only do it with the artifact. But I do not believe he would have any trouble binding a sorcerer.”

“Can a sorcerer be bound to another sorcerer?” asked Khaldun.

“No,” Raphael replied.

“What happens if you try?” Jezebel asked, imagining something worse than a wraith.

“Nothing,” Raphael said with a shrug. “The rite has no effect.”

They sat in silence for a few minutes, Jezebel and Khaldun absorbing everything Raphael had told them. Raphael took several long draws on his pipe, blowing out the smoke in rings.

“What am I going to do now?” Jezebel asked finally. “Allison’s still in danger. I have to find a way to destroy the demon. But with Enigma gone…”

“Our more immediate concern must be Khaldun,” Raphael said. “We should still try to get to the university. Only there will he be safe. And I’m sure Enigma will have left word of his destination.”

“They’ll bind me?” Khaldun asked.

“Yes,” Raphael replied. “Either to a mage at the university, or possibly to a prince or princess somewhere.”

“Do I have any say in the matter?”

“Likely not,” Raphael said. “The council will decide if they want to assign you to a princedom. If so, you will complete your education first, then relocate to your assignment. But as I said, that happens infrequently.”

“I don’t want to spend my entire life at the university,” Khaldun said. “Is there any way I can convince them to assign me to Badru—to take Nomad’s place?”

“Don’t count on it,” Raphael replied, shaking his head. “Enigma performed the rite for Nomad—countermanding the council’s decision. He was always partial to the wayfarers.”

“Then I’ll wait until we find Enigma,” Khaldun said stubbornly. “He can bind me to Badru.”

“Perhaps,” said Raphael. “For now, we will make for the university to escape the current danger. You must not fall into Henry’s hands. Once there, we can decide how to proceed.”

“What about my magic?” Khaldun asked. “When will that return?”

“Ah, yes,” Raphael said, getting to his feet. “With that, I can help. I realized your dilemma when I saw that you were still carrying your staff. You’ll need to remove your clothes.”

“What?!” Khaldun demanded, getting up from the table.

Raphael picked up Khaldun’s staff.

“We have to transfer your power from your staff back into your body. So… strip.”

Jezebel giggled. Khaldun removed his clothing, and Raphael handed him the staff.

“This isn’t going to be pleasant,” he warned him. “Hold the wood tight to your torso. You must not let go, no matter how painful it becomes.”

“I understand,” Khaldun replied apprehensively.

Raphael rose to his full height, holding his arms out to his sides and pointing his wand at Khaldun. He spoke a long series of enchantments, finally uttering the word of command. There was a brilliant flash of light, and the staff began to glow. Khaldun winced. But the staff continued to increase in brightness. Jezebel watched his features contort in pain, but soon had to look away to avoid being blinded.

Eventually, there was a quick tearing noise, and the room grew dark again. Jezebel looked up to see Khaldun swoon. Raphael managed to catch him—he moved quickly for an old man, Jezebel noted. He eased him onto the floor. Khaldun’s staff was gone.

Khaldun regained consciousness a few moments later. Jezebel helped him back to his feet. He held out his hand and called fire. A small flame formed in his palm; his sense of relief was palpable.

“You see, Lady Jezebel?” Raphael said with an amused grin. “No agent of the enemy would give Khaldun back his magic.”

“I’m sorry for doubting you,” she said. “And I do trust you now. But if I might ask, how did you know we were here?”

Raphael sat at the table and relit his pipe.

“I was in Stiles when Henry sacked the castle. Unfortunately, Filmore perished… stubborn old goat. But I helped Fina and her people escape. We moved east to the university, while an associate of mine laid a false trail to the north. Fina told me of your ordeal—that was the first I’d heard of your adventure.

“After I left the university, my associate contacted me,” he said, producing a mirror slightly larger than Jezebel’s. He placed it on the table. “An innkeeper in Madison came to her with an interesting tale. Wraiths were pursuing a young sorcerer and his lady friend. They were fleeing to Arthos—where I was already headed on business of my own. So my cohort did her best to keep the wraiths at bay while I made for the city.”

“That’s why we didn’t see any pursuit after the first night,” Khaldun observed.

“And that must explain those flashes of light we saw,” added Jezebel. “We owe you our gratitude.”

“Save it for now,” Raphael said grimly. “You’re not out of the woods yet.”

“I feel more confident now, though,” Khaldun replied. “I was helpless without my magic.”

Raphael nodded. “We’ll be safe here for tonight, at least. Six wraiths are riding in our direction totally unhindered. Dredmort can’t be far behind. For now, I do not think they will attack the city openly. But Henry’s spies are everywhere. He’ll know which room you were in. Unless I’m much mistaken, the wraiths will sneak into Arthos before sunrise. And as I said earlier, our best hope is that they will find your previous dwelling empty and assume you’ve departed from the city. That should buy us some time. I will go south tomorrow and find what news I can.

“You should both try to rest now. I’ll wake you if anything happens.”

Jezebel and Khaldun climbed into bed. Jezebel couldn’t help becoming aroused with his body pressed so close to hers. She hadn’t noticed it on the run from Madison, but Khaldun’s strange magnetism had nearly disappeared with the loss of his magic. Now it had returned in full force. Only Raphael’s presence and Jezebel’s sense of modesty kept her from making love to him.

The last thing she saw before drifting off to sleep was Raphael sitting at the table. He was smoking his pipe, gazing out the window.


Chapter 14
Departure


Jezebel woke with a start. Khaldun was standing by the bed; he looked frightened.

“They’re coming,” he whispered.

Jezebel crept to the table. She and Khaldun huddled behind Raphael, gazing out the window. It was still dark outside; only the moons lit the quad, which was deserted.

“I don’t see anything,” Jezebel hissed.

“They’re not here yet,” Khaldun told her. “But they’re close. I can feel it.”

“So can I, now,” Raphael said quietly.

Minutes went by. Motion in the far corner of the courtyard caught Jezebel’s eye. She stared intently, trying to make out shapes in the darkness. An inky patch of black slipped across the façade of the building, a shadow moving through the shadows. It stopped outside the door to their old room. Jezebel couldn’t see what it was, but a sense of dread and despair overcame her. It had to be a wraith.

Another minute went by in silence. Suddenly a shrill cry pierced the night. The window of their former quarters lit up, as if by fire. Next to it, the wraith held out his hand. The door exploded off its hinges, and the creature moved inside. Jezebel could see other shadows moving among the flames.

Something flew out the window, smashing the glass. It looked like the chest of drawers. A minute later, there was another cry. The light in the room disappeared, plunging the scene into darkness once again.

Jezebel watched for a while longer, hardly daring to breathe. Lamps illuminated several other windows, but nothing else happened.

“Are they gone?” she asked.

“The wraiths have undoubtedly retreated outside the city,” Raphael said. “But I suspect Henry’s men will search the inn to make sure you’re gone. You must hide. And I should assume the visage of the old farmer who paid for this room.”

“Will a spell of invisibility suffice?” asked Khaldun.

“Only sorcerers can detect magic,” Raphael said with a nod. “Your spell should do the trick—but make sure to hide your gear, too.”

Khaldun nodded. He didn’t appear to say or do anything. But a few seconds later, Raphael muttered, “Well done.” Jezebel knew he must have made them invisible.

“Now stay quiet,” Raphael warned, not looking directly at them.

Raphael held out his wand and muttered an incantation. Slowly he transformed. His beard disappeared, and his scraggly hair turned white. Old work clothes replaced his robes, and his complexion became much darker. He stuffed his wand into his pocket.

A minute later, they heard a commotion in the hallway. Someone banged on the door. Raphael opened it.

“I’m so sorry for the intrusion,” said the man standing there. Jezebel recognized him from the front counter the previous day. “These men⁠—”

He didn’t get to finish his sentence. A soldier in Fosland’s uniform yanked him out of the way. He entered the room, another man right behind him. Raphael backed away, appearing to be a frightened old man.

“We’re looking for a young man. Golden skin, dark hair pulled into a tail. There’s a girl with him. You seen them?”

“No, I haven’t,” Raphael said, shaking his head vigorously. Even his voice was different—higher-pitched and cracking slightly. “Ain’t seen no one.”

The soldier scanned the room. He looked under the bed, coming within feet of Jezebel and Khaldun in the corner. But then he nodded to Raphael and left with his partner.

They could hear the soldiers enter the next room. Once they’d moved on, Raphael changed back to his normal appearance. Khaldun removed his spell.

“We should be out of immediate danger,” Raphael told them. “It won’t be light for two more hours. You should both try to get some more sleep.”

Jezebel climbed back into bed with Khaldun but lay awake. She was too anxious to relax. Khaldun was asleep within minutes.

When the sky began to lighten, Jezebel heard horns blaring in the distance. She sat up in alarm.

“What’s that?”

“The city guard,” Raphael answered, still sitting at the table. “Word must have reached them that Henry’s men invaded the city.” He got to his feet. “I should investigate. They’re probably long gone by now, but I’d like to be sure. I’ll return soon.” Raphael strode from the room, closing the door behind him.

Jezebel got out of bed. She sat at the table and stared out the window. The quad was alive with activity now as people started their days. A crowd had gathered outside their old room. A group of soldiers surveyed the damage. Jezebel assumed they were from the city guard.

Raphael returned a short while later. Khaldun started awake when he entered the room.

“The wraiths are nowhere near. I rode far down the road, but felt no presence. And Henry’s soldiers are gone. The city guard sent a contingent to pursue them along the south road.

“They seem to believe that you’ve left the city, as I hoped. This should make our departure easier. I have no doubt, however, that Henry’s men are still watching the inn. We’ll have to leave unseen. And we cannot take your horses—they’re certain to be under surveillance. But I’ll leave word with friends to look after them.”

“How soon are we leaving?” Khaldun asked.

“It would be best to travel under the cover of darkness,” Raphael replied. “I will mask our trail, and make us invisible. But our passage would still produce certain signs.”

“Like dirt kicked up from the road,” Jezebel muttered.

“Yes, precisely,” Raphael said. “Such things are harder to detect after nightfall. And there will be fewer people about to spot them in the first place. This will also give me time to go south and gather news. It would be helpful to know what the enemy is doing before we set out.”

They shared a light breakfast of dried fruit and meat. Raphael prepared to depart soon after. He warned them not to leave the room under any circumstances.

“I’ll return by sunset,” he told them.

Khaldun lay in bed and heaved a long sigh. Jezebel sat beside him.

“This journey hasn’t exactly gone according to plan,” Khaldun observed.

“Truly,” Jezebel agreed. “I was thinking, though… Why don’t you bind yourself to Aldo? You said you were thinking about settling down in Spanbrook.”

“I’d love to,” he said. “But you heard Raphael. Nobody’s allowed to be conjurnor for more than one sorcerer. Aldo’s already got Myrddin.”

“Maybe Enigma will allow it,” she suggested. “He broke the rules when he let Nomad choose Badru.”

Khaldun shook his head. “Enigma has always been partial to the wayfarers. I’m betting he did it because he knew they could use the protection. But Enigma was a governor. He understands the danger of consolidating too much power in one place.”

“But Aldo’s peaceful. He’s not like Henry. What could happen?”

“You have a point,” Khaldun conceded. “With Myrddin’s power, most princes would probably annex a few neighbors. We can ask Enigma when we find him. The worst he can do is refuse.”

“You don’t wish to stay at the university?” Jezebel asked.

“For life?” Khaldun said. “No. I do not. They wouldn’t have me when I was a normal mage because I was born a wayfarer. Now that I’ve transformed, they would seek to keep me as a prisoner forever?” He shook his head and sighed. “Being bound at all is bad enough. But if it must be, I would vastly prefer Aldo or Badru to anyone at the university.”

The morning wore on. Jezebel watched out the window as people came to repair the damage to their old room. But for the most part, she was utterly bored. And her attraction to Khaldun intensified. He was sitting across the table from her but she could feel the warmth of his body as if she were right next to him. Confinement with him in this small room was overbearing. It was all she could do to stop herself from ripping his clothes off and making love to him.

But suddenly, there was a banging on the door. Jezebel froze, her heart jumping into her throat. Moving as quietly as possible, she grabbed her wand from the table.

Khaldun got to his feet, holding his finger to his lips. Jezebel knew the routine. She went to the corner with him, pressing her body between him and the wall. She knew he was making them invisible.

A second later, the door flew open. Jezebel held her breath. But it was only the cleaning lady. Jezebel exhaled a sigh of relief, which was drowned out by the noise the woman was making. She was singing to herself, but Jezebel thought it sounded more like a dying animal.

The woman changed the sheets on the bed, quickly dusted the furniture, and departed. Jezebel collapsed on the bed and fell into a fit of giggles.

“I’m starving,” she said, once she’d calmed down. “It’s too bad we have to hide. I’d love a hot meal again—and the food here is excellent.”

“Agreed,” Khaldun said. “But Raphael is right. Henry’s spies are everywhere. We can’t afford someone spotting us here when we’re supposed to be long gone.”

Jezebel knew he was right. She dug into their provisions but ate only sparingly. Hungry or not, she could hardly bear to consume the same fare yet again.

By sunset, there was still no sign of Raphael. Jezebel retrieved her mirror to talk to Allison. Her cousin’s image formed in the glass immediately. Allison’s hair was wet from a bath, and she was already in her nightgown.

“Early night?” Jezebel asked. She was taken aback by Allison’s beauty; she found the sight of her arousing.

“Yes, we’re leaving before first light tomorrow. If we ride hard, we might arrive at the next holding before nightfall. I’m hoping to get a good night’s sleep.”

Jezebel brought Allison up to speed with everything they’d learned in the past two days.

“Enigma left the university?!” Allison said, looking crestfallen.

“Don’t worry—Raphael believes he will have left word of his destination,” Jezebel reassured her. “We’ll find him.”

“This is becoming far more dangerous than I imagined,” Allison said. “The demon has not returned. Maybe you should come back. If you stick to the north roads, you can avoid Henry’s forces. ”

“No,” Jezebel said simply. “We’ve come this far. We don’t have much farther to go before we reach the university.”

“But now you’ve got wraiths pursuing you! I’m so worried something is going to happen. It’s not worth the risk; I’ll manage.”

“I’m not giving up,” Jezebel insisted. “The demon may well return when you get back to Spanbrook. I won’t see you endure that again.”

When she was done with Allison, Jezebel sat for a long time, gazing out the window. She suddenly felt incredibly guilty for sleeping with Khaldun. True, she’d been drunk, but that was a poor excuse. And after talking to Allison, her feelings for the princess flooded her consciousness. She had no doubt she’d choose her over Khaldun. Their separation had only strengthened Jezebel’s love for her; she wanted more than ever to spend her life with the princess. But now she worried that she’d ruined that future. Why was her desire for this wayfarer so overwhelming?

She didn’t know how she was going to explain it to the princess. And she had no idea if her cousin would find it in her heart to forgive her. But if she were going to have any chance at all, one thing was clear: she couldn’t make love to Khaldun again.

Dusk settled into full night. Still, Raphael did not return. Jezebel began to worry.

“Maybe we should leave,” she suggested.

“What? Why? How would Raphael know where to find us?” Khaldun said.

“What if the wraiths captured him? If they force him to admit that we’re still here… He might not be the one coming to find us.”

Khaldun took a deep breath. “I hadn’t considered that. He did say he’d return by sunset.”

They debated for a few minutes, trying to decide what to do. But Raphael finally returned.

“I’m sorry I’m so late,” he said, sounding worried. “I journeyed far, and good thing I did. The wraiths did indeed ride south, like a gale, if the reports are true. Six of them flew down the road.

“I made myself unseen and infiltrated a company of Henry’s men. The news is troubling. Dredmort himself is coming for you. He brings the rest of the wraiths.”

“We’ve got to get through all of them—and Dredmort?!” Khaldun said.

“That’s not the worst of it, I’m afraid,” Raphael replied. “They believe we are somewhere in the wild, making our way to the university and avoiding the road—which we will be very soon. But they know that at some point we have to cross the River Mayne. There are only two ferries and two bridges where the water may be safely traversed between here and there. The wraiths now protect them all.”

“We crossed it by ferry on the way here,” said Jezebel. “Why don’t we go back that way?”

Raphael shook his head. “My associate informs me that Henry has moved forces into Madison. We would have to pass through lands that he controls to make it to the university that way.

“We must choose between deadly perils. But the southernmost bridge is only a few miles from the university. We will encounter the enemy, but I would prefer to delay that meeting as long as possible. I feel that avoiding it until we are in sight of our goal gives us our greatest chance of success. I may even be able to find a way to call for help once we are close enough to the university.”

They considered the situation for a few minutes.

“Couldn’t we swim across the river somewhere?” Jezebel asked. “That way, we could cross without them knowing.”

“I don’t recommend it,” Raphael said. “The Mayne runs hard and swift. Even a strong swimmer would have trouble with it.”

“I’m not a strong swimmer,” Jezebel admitted apologetically.

“The southernmost bridge would be my choice,” said Raphael. “But the two of you must decide. I will go fetch us some dinner—talk it over.”

He left the room. Khaldun looked at Jezebel; she shrugged.

“He’s right about swimming the Mayne,” he said. “I tried it on a dare once when I was younger—the current nearly overpowered me before I turned back. That was one of the few times Nomad ever chewed me out as a kid. Apparently people have died trying to swim across that river.”

“But if we go back toward Madison and cross the river at the ferry, we could avoid the wraiths,” Jezebel pointed out. “We could stay invisible the whole way and escape notice.”

“True,” Khaldun said. “But Henry’s men could be everywhere for all we know. We walked right through his army on the way to Stiles, but they weren’t looking for us then.”

“You agree with Raphael,” Jezebel observed.

“I do,” he said, nodding. “I know the bridge he’s talking about. You can almost see the university from there. And Henry hasn’t taken any territory this side of the river yet. I think it’s our best shot.”

“You’d both know better than I,” Jezebel said with a shrug.

Raphael returned twenty minutes later with a whole turkey. He set it on the table along with corn, cranberries, and a bottle of wine. They told him of their decision as they ate.

Less than an hour later, they gathered their gear. Khaldun made the three of them invisible—inside the same spell, they could still see each other. They departed, walked across the quad, and left the building by the side exit.

They headed west, avoiding the guardhouse. They crossed a field and came to the same barn where Khaldun had hidden on the way into Arthos. Now sufficiently far from the city to avoid being seen, they turned south.

Raphael planned to lead them in a great arc around the perimeter of Arthos. That way, they would come to the road. They could walk beside it in the grass and make decent time while still avoiding unwelcome attention. If they met anyone, they could take cover in the woods.

“We’re already invisible,” Jezebel said. “Would it really be necessary to hide in the woods?”

“Better safe than sorry,” Khaldun told her.

“We’ll leave the road completely once we’re closer to the bridge,” Raphael said. “So enjoy our easy passage while it lasts.”

They kept up their march for the duration of the night, the moons lighting their way. Despite the hour, they encountered people traveling the other way several times and moved off the road to take cover until they’d passed. This made the going quite slow, and moving around the city like this had added many miles to their journey. Raphael explained that typically it took only a day to travel from Arthos to the university. But they weren’t making that kind of time on this trip. Finally, when the sun crested the horizon, they moved into the woods and made camp. Khaldun took the first watch while Raphael and Jezebel slept.

He woke Jezebel later in the morning and lay down. Jezebel sat with her back against a tree, her wand drawn. She grew anxious every time somebody passed on the road.

The south road was busier than the one they’d taken into Arthos. Jezebel saw all manner of travelers: farmers bringing produce to market, wagons transporting goods farther inland, a family relocating, even a trio of young wizards. She guessed the last group was headed to the city on holiday from the university.

But her shift was uneventful. She woke Raphael a few hours after noon and went back to sleep. After sunset, they resumed their course. They forged ahead for a little while without meeting any resistance. But then Jezebel heard a bloodcurdling shriek. It was followed several seconds later by another farther away.

She looked at Khaldun in horror.

“Wraiths,” he said.


Chapter 15
Dredmort


“Quickly, off the road,” Raphael said, ushering them into the woods. “We’re invisible, but the wraiths might be able to detect our presence.” They moved several yards away and hid among the trees. Less than a minute later, a horse and dark rider came into view, trotting up the road. Jezebel could feel the creature: this was a wraith.

As if it could sense them, the wraith reined in its horse at almost the exact point they’d left the road. It seemed to sniff the air as it swayed back and forth on its mount. The horse edged closer to the trees.

But suddenly there was another cry from afar. The wraith sat bolt upright on its horse and answered the call. A second later, it galloped away, resuming its course.

“We’re near the ferry,” Raphael told them. “They’ll probably be patrolling the road from here to the bridge. We should stick to the forest to avoid risking contact. But fear not—I know these woods well.”

Jezebel and Khaldun followed him farther into the trees. Before long, they came to a path, narrow and lightly-trodden. Raphael led them to the south.

They traveled for hours, following the trail across dell and knoll. They heard the wraiths’ cries every so often. Jezebel knew they were never far because she could feel them. The constant sense of dread wore her down.

Jezebel dropped into a daze. Her body ached, and she was exhausted. She was conscious only of one foot falling in front of the other.

But suddenly Raphael threw his arm out to stop them. He was staring out into the trees to their left. Jezebel followed his gaze. In the distance, she could make out a flickering light, as if from a fire.

“Enemy camp,” Raphael said quietly. “This path leads right by it. We must proceed with extreme caution.”

They forged ahead, careful not to make the slightest noise. As they drew closer, Jezebel could see several soldiers sitting around a campfire. A lone wraith was sitting astride its horse outside their circle.

Only yards from the camp, they came to a fork in the path. Raphael led them to the right. But before they’d taken more than ten steps, Khaldun stepped on a fallen tree branch that snapped in half with a loud crack.

They froze. Jezebel turned her gaze to the wraith—he’d heard them. He edged his horse away from the fire and seemed to be sniffing the air.

Raphael picked up a stone and hurled it through the trees, toward the other branch of the path. The wraith’s head snapped the other way when the stone landed. He spurred his horse forward to investigate.

Raphael held out his wand and whispered an incantation. Suddenly an illusion appeared on the other path, several yards ahead of the wraith: perfect duplicates of Raphael, Jezebel, and Khaldun.

“Hurry—this way!” the false Raphael yelled. He ran, and the doppelgangers of Khaldun and Jezebel followed.

The wraith cried and urged his horse to the chase. The men at the campsite got to their feet and hastened in his wake.

Raphael motioned them forward. “The other path leads directly to the bridge,” he told them. “With any luck, my deception will keep them searching for us in the wrong direction.”

Several minutes later, their path emerged from the trees at the top of a steep embankment, the Mayne rushing along below. To their south, less than a half-mile away, Jezebel could make out the silhouette of an enormous bridge. It arced over the river, high enough to allow boats to pass underneath. Three points of light moved about the near end of the structure. Jezebel guessed they were torches and tried to make out the men carrying them.

“The bridge is held against us, as expected,” Raphael said.

“How do we get across?” Khaldun asked, desperation in his voice.

“It won’t be easy,” Raphael said. “And it won’t happen without a fight. The university itself is still a few miles away, but the boundary lies less than a quarter of a mile beyond the bridge.”

“A few miles?” Jezebel asked incredulously. “How are we supposed to make it that far with the wraiths pursuing us?”

“We won’t have to,” Raphael replied. “The wraiths cannot pass the boundary—powerful enchantments lie upon it. We’ll be safe once we cross the border.”

They proceeded along the riverbank, Raphael leading the way, Jezebel taking up the rear. But several seconds later, something went horribly wrong.

A wall of blue flame sprung up between Jezebel and Khaldun. Jezebel stopped short. She fell over as she tried to avoid the fire, dropping her pack.

“We’re visible!” Khaldun cried. “Someone canceled the spell!”

Jezebel could see him through the flames. But suddenly he disappeared—she knew that he was now invisible again, but she was not.

She got to her feet, wand drawn, frantically searching her surroundings for the caster of the spell. But suddenly, the wall of flame moved toward her, circling her.

Jezebel pointed her wand and put out the fire. But standing before her on the path was a woman with long, red hair. She was holding a staff. Jezebel uttered the spell to call earth, but the witch was ready. She pointed her rod, and suddenly a sheet of glowing blue energy descended over Jezebel, covering her like a blanket. It constricted, pinning her arms to her sides and binding her legs together.

Jezebel teetered and fell—she couldn’t move her legs to catch her balance. But suddenly she found herself lifted off her feet, hovering several inches off the ground.

The witch spoke a word of command, and Jezebel flew through the trees. She let out a scream, but the sheet of energy muffled it. Branches whipped past her, and she was sure she would crash into a tree.

But an instant later, she came to rest, still floating above the ground. It took her a few seconds to take in her new surroundings. There were two tents and a fire—it looked like the enemy camp they’d passed earlier. The witch appeared in front of her. She pointed her staff, and Jezebel moved to a nearby tree.

“Tie her up,” the witch commanded.

Two men moved into Jezebel’s field of vision. They tied her to the tree, pulling the ropes so tight that she could barely breathe. Once she was secure, the witch removed the spell, and the sheet of energy disappeared. Jezebel tried to point her wand and call fire, but the witch snatched it from her hand.

“Keep this on your person,” she said, handing it to one of the soldiers. He nodded, pocketing Jezebel’s wand. Jezebel now saw that there were three of them.

“Your friends managed to get away,” the witch told her, moving directly in front of Jezebel, her face only inches away. The witch’s eyes were green; her face was drawn and pale. She wore black clothes that clung to her wiry frame. “But something tells me they’ll be back.”

“What do you want with me?” Jezebel asked.

“It’s not you we want,” the witch said with a smile. She turned toward the soldiers, and her hair whipped Jezebel in the face.

“Find Dredmort,” the witch said. “Tell him we’ve got the girl.”

One of the men nodded and jogged away. The witch returned her attention to Jezebel.

“Raphael will come for you. His bleeding heart won’t allow him to abandon you as he should. And when he does, the boy will be ours.

“I have to be honest; I’m shocked that anyone would allow an unbound sorcerer to travel across the land unprotected. Tell me, where did you find him? And who are you, anyway?”

It surprised Jezebel that this woman didn’t know more about them.

“I’m not telling you anything.”

The witch smiled at her. She raised her staff. A tongue of fire sprung up on the ground, a foot away from Jezebel. It edged toward her.

“Who are you?”

The flame moved within inches of her. Jezebel could feel the heat on her ankles. She didn’t say anything. But the fire suddenly erupted before her, six feet in the air. It singed her hair, and she had to turn her face away from the searing heat.

“I’m Jezebel of Spanbrook!” she cried out.

“That’s better,” the witch said; the flames decreased in intensity. “What about the boy?”

“He’s a wayfarer.”

“A wayfarer?” the woman repeated, clearly surprised. “Ah, yes—I thought he looked familiar. Why didn’t Nomad escort him to the university?”

“Nomad’s dead. Khaldun and I were traveling to the university on our own business when he transformed.”

“How interesting,” the witch said, giving her a knowing look. “So you must be his lover. This improves our situation—you’ll make better bait than I thought.”

How could this woman possibly know? Jezebel opened her mouth to retort, but the witch spoke first.

“Don’t let her out of your sight,” she said to the soldiers. The fire in front of Jezebel disappeared. “Either Dredmort or I will return soon.”

The witch strode away, vanishing before she’d left the light of the fire. One of the soldiers walked toward Jezebel, smirking at her.

“So you’re the baby sorcerer’s lover, are you? Are you some tavern wench he picked up somewhere?”

He moved within inches of her. His breath stank.

“I’m Prince Aldo’s niece,” she said defiantly.

“Almost a princess,” the soldier said, sounding impressed. “I should have guessed. You’ve got that arrogant highborn tone in your voice.” He caressed her face with the back of his hand for a moment, then fondled her breasts. “I’ve always wanted to fuck a princess.”

Jezebel spat in his face. The man backhanded her, snapping her head to the side. Jezebel could taste blood in the corner of her mouth.

“What the hell are you doing?” the other man demanded. “You heard Nineve—Dredmort’s coming! You want him to catch you abusing his prisoner?”

The soldier wiped the spittle from his face. He grabbed Jezebel by the chin, slamming her head into the tree. With his other hand, he reached between her legs, rubbing her genitals through her trousers.

“You’re going to pay for that, you little bitch. As soon as Dredmort is done with you, you’re mine.”

“We’ll leave the torture to Nineve, I think,” a voice said.

The soldier wheeled around. A tall man was standing by the fire. “Dredmort…” the soldier breathed. “I’m sorry, sir… I didn’t mean… I won’t…” Dredmort waved him aside, and the man scampered over to his comrade.

Dredmort was tall and thin. He was bald but wore a long black beard. His robes were blood red. He carried a white staff that was as tall as he was. As he approached, Jezebel realized that it was carved with the features of a naked woman, unnaturally elongated.

“I apologize if you’ve been mistreated, my lady,” Dredmort said with a small bow. “Honorable men are so difficult to come by.”

Jezebel glared at him. Dredmort turned toward the trees. When he spoke, his voice rang through the forest like a trumpet.

“You know the terms, Raphael. Gives us the sorcerer, and the girl goes free. Otherwise, she dies.” He faced Jezebel again. “You’ll soon be free. I’m sure Raphael is still nearby—and I expect he will deliver the boy any minute now. Although you might consider joining us. You’re a witch, I understand? Henry treats his mages very well.”

“Yet he allows his soldiers to rape and kill his subjects,” Jezebel said. “No, thank you. I’d never serve that bastard.”

Dredmort closed his eyes and shook his head. “You’re referring to the unfortunate incident in Stiles. I assure you, Henry does not condone those men’s actions. Conquering soldiers will take certain liberties, but such atrocities occur only on the front.”

“Yes, I’m sure Fosland is a veritable paradise,” Jezebel said sarcastically.

“It is free of lawlessness and violence—much like Spanbrook. You’ve experienced firsthand the prosperity that comes with peace. Henry seeks only to bring similar circumstances to others. Restoring the ancient kingdom will put a stop to the endless bloodshed the princedoms inflict upon each other. But again, having grown up in Spanbrook, you’re probably unfamiliar with conditions on the rest of the continent.”

“Your army has caused the only bloodshed I’ve witnessed since leaving my home,” Jezebel told him.

Dredmort started to respond but was interrupted by a commotion behind him. Two soldiers walked into camp, holding Khaldun between them. Two more men showed up behind them.

“No!” Jezebel cried.

Dredmort moved toward the wayfarer. He walked around him in a slow circle. Jezebel couldn’t believe her eyes. Had Raphael abandoned them? Or had he been captured, too?

“We found him on the path, walking this way,” one of the soldiers reported. “He surrendered.”

“Fools,” Dredmort bellowed. “This is an illusion!” He waved his arm, and Khaldun disappeared. The soldiers backed away in surprise. “They’re somewhere close. Fan out in the trees—find them! They’re sure to be invisible, but you’ll still be able to hear them and feel them.”

Dredmort departed with the four new arrivals, leaving the two original soldiers behind to guard Jezebel. The abusive one sat by the fire, glaring at her.

A few seconds later, Jezebel felt something brush against her shoulder. It startled her—she turned but saw nothing.

“Don’t make a sound,” someone whispered in her ear—it sounded like Raphael. She could feel his hot breath against the side of her head. An instant later, she saw him. The ropes binding Jezebel to the tree went up in flames, the ashes falling to the ground. Jezebel gasped. The soldiers turned to face her and shouted in surprise.

“Where the hell did she go?!”

Raphael had extended his invisibility spell to include her. The men panicked, running around the camp with their arms extended, trying to find her by touch. Raphael cast a spell that knocked them both unconscious; they fell to the ground. Jezebel retrieved her wand from the abusive soldier’s pocket and Raphael led her into the trees.

The next few minutes were tense. Raphael and Jezebel made their way toward the river in fits and starts, dodging and weaving around Dredmort and his men. They avoided the path, walking instead through the trees and underbrush. The noise of the soldiers mostly masked the sounds of their passage.

After several close calls, they made it to the path by the river. They broke into a run, heading toward the bridge. But suddenly Raphael pulled up short. He whistled between his teeth, sounding like a bird. Someone landed on the path in front of them, apparently having jumped from a tree. It was Khaldun. He smiled, handing Jezebel her pack.

The three of them continued along the path. As they approached the bridge, they hid behind an outcropping of rock. Jezebel cursed under her breath: a dozen soldiers patrolled the structure.

“How the hell did you get into the camp like that?” Jezebel hissed.

“Sleight of hand,” Raphael said with a grin. “That doppelganger who surrendered to the soldiers wasn’t only an illusion. It was me! When Dredmort canceled the magic, I cast a spell of invisibility. Luckily, my timing was perfect, and he did not detect the ruse. I may have outsmarted him, but I am no match for his power.”

Jezebel had more questions, but at that moment, they heard the cry of a wraith. She peered around the edge of the rock. Two wraiths had joined the soldiers, positioning themselves at the entrance to the bridge.

“They know we’re coming,” Khaldun observed.

“Yes, by now, Dredmort realizes we escaped his perimeter at the camp,” Raphael agreed.

“How are we going to get across the bridge?” Jezebel asked.

“With some help from Nineve,” Raphael said elusively. “But first, I should give you both the spell to enter the university—in case we get separated before we reach the boundary.”

Jezebel doubted she’d be able to cast the spell, but he spent a couple of minutes teaching them the incantation. Once he was sure they had it, Raphael said, “That will open a portal in the barrier. Cast it again once you’re through to close it. Now, follow me—and stay quiet!”

They crept along the rest of the way. The path continued beside the river, under the bridge. Raphael, Jezebel, and Khaldun huddled against one of the iron support beams.

Raphael pointed his wand toward the path that led to the bridge. Suddenly Nineve appeared out of nowhere, escorting a copy of Khaldun. The same blue energy the witch had used against Jezebel now encased the wayfarer.

“Where’s Dredmort?” Nineve called out to the wraiths. The monsters moved off the bridge to approach the witch.

“I’ll deal with the wraiths,” Raphael whispered. “You two take care of any ambitious soldiers who get in our way. Ready?” Jezebel and Khaldun nodded. “Now,” Raphael hissed.

They sneaked out of their hiding place and rounded the corner onto the bridge. Jezebel ran as fast as her legs would carry her, Khaldun by her side. Over her shoulder, she caught a glimpse of a huge fire at the entrance to the bridge. She heard the wraiths screaming beyond it.

Three soldiers tried to bar their way, swords drawn. Jezebel pointed her wand and called earth. Something slammed into one of the men, knocking him over the railings and into the water far below; Khaldun took care of the other two the same way. Jezebel thought they were free and clear. But as they reached the center of the structure, a tall man with billowing red robes appeared.

It was Dredmort.

Jezebel skidded to a stop, Khaldun right behind her. She turned to look for Raphael, but he was gone. The wraiths were now approaching.

Jezebel faced Dredmort again and called fire—she tried to ignite him from within. Nothing happened. She summoned a wall of flame instead, directly in front of the wizard. But he canceled it with a wave of his hand the moment it appeared.

“It’s over,” Dredmort told them, almost apologetically. “Don’t waste your time trying to escape—you may be a sorcerer, Khaldun, but you are still new to your power and untrained. I don’t wish to harm you, but it may become necessary if you try to flee.”

Khaldun looked around frantically, trying to find a way out. But they were trapped. Dredmort stood between them and freedom, and the wraiths drew ever closer.

Without warning, Khaldun lunged toward the railing. Jezebel realized that he was going to dive into the Mayne. But a sheet of blue energy formed in his path, encasing and binding him. He fell to the deck, his body rigid.

Dredmort moved toward him but stopped suddenly, frantically looking around. Jezebel didn’t know what was happening at first, but an instant later saw the source of his alarm. The iron beams of the bridge were beginning to glow. Someone was heating them from within.

“NO!” cried Dredmort.

In the next instant, several things happened at once. The energy binding Khaldun disappeared. Something unseen knocked Dredmort into an iron beam and bound him there. And a voice yelled “RUN!”

It was Raphael.

Jezebel didn’t need to be told twice. She helped Khaldun to his feet and bolted toward the opposite shore. A tower of flame erupted directly behind them. The bridge shuddered and groaned as the iron beams began to glow white-hot.

They pounded onto the dirt road and didn’t stop until they’d crested a hill. There they turned around. Jezebel saw Dredmort and Raphael battling in the middle of the bridge. Raphael was on his knees. Dredmort held out his staff, shooting barbs of lightning at the wizard. Raphael was holding his wand in front of him, casting some sort of shield to block the spell. The wraiths had moved past them, riding hard.

A moment later, Raphael managed to cancel Dredmort’s magic. He rose to his feet and pointed his wand. His voice carried to Jezebel and Khaldun as he cast a powerful incantation. There was an explosion, and a huge fireball rose to the sky. The whole bridge swayed and buckled under the force of the spell. In seconds it broke, the entire structure collapsing. Raphael and Dredmort disappeared from view. Jezebel watched in horror as the bridge crashed into the river. She couldn’t imagine Raphael surviving that.

“Let’s go!” Khaldun yelled, pulling Jezebel along. “We have to get across that boundary.”

At that moment, Jezebel heard the wraiths cry—they’d made it to the shore. She wiped the tears from her eyes and ran.

Within seconds she could hear hoofbeats behind them, closing fast. Jezebel willed herself to go faster, not daring to look behind her for fear of stumbling. She was breathing hard and had a cramp in her side. As they descended the hill, she noticed two short towers ahead of them, one on either side of the road.

“That’s it!” Khaldun yelled. “That’s the border!”

One of the wraiths shrieked—it sounded like they were on their heels. A wall of flame shot up across their path, blocking the boundary. Khaldun held out his hand and extinguished it. Then he bellowed the incantation he’d learned from Raphael.

A shimmering plane appeared in the air before them, an archway forming where it intersected the road. Moments later, they pelted through the opening and stopped short. Khaldun cast the spell again to close the archway. The wraiths’ horses skidded to a stop. One of them reared; its rider threw a spell. But the incantation hit the boundary, its power bleeding across the invisible plane. There was a sound like a deep gong as the energy reverberated against the protective enchantments.

The wraiths cried in anger before galloping away. Jezebel fell to the ground, clutching her side.


Chapter 16
University


“What’s wrong?!” Khaldun asked, moving toward Jezebel with fear in his eyes. “Are you hurt?”

Jezebel shook her head, wincing slightly. “Just a cramp.”

Khaldun sat beside her, catching his breath.

“Raphael,” she said, still breathing heavily. “He’s gone.” Her throat burned as she said it; she fought back the tears.

“Let’s hope he took Dredmort with him,” Khaldun muttered.

They sat there for several minutes. Jezebel’s cramp subsided. But the pain of losing Raphael caught up with her. She couldn’t stop herself from crying. They would never have made it out of Arthos alive without his help. But now Raphael had sacrificed himself for them.

Eventually, Khaldun and Jezebel got to their feet and headed toward the university.

“What now?” Jezebel asked.

“I don’t know,” Khaldun replied. “We’ve got to find out where Enigma is now. I should hide somewhere. Hopefully, they’ll give you the information. As long as Enigma went somewhere we can reach without crossing Henry’s lands, then we should be in business.”

“But if not,” Jezebel said, thinking through the situation, “I have to go alone. We can’t risk Henry capturing you unbound.”

Khaldun let out a long sigh. “If it comes to that, you’d be far safer without me. You’ve certainly proven that you can take care of yourself. And Henry’s men have no reason to go after you if you’re alone—it’s me they want.”

“Maybe I can find Enigma and bring him to you,” Jezebel suggested. “That way, he can bind you, and you won’t have to stay here.”

“Perhaps,” Khaldun agreed. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves, though. We don’t know where he is yet.”

They walked in silence. A few minutes later, they came to a crossroads and heard footsteps approaching fast from the right. Jezebel looked fearfully at Khaldun. Could someone have found a way around the boundary? Khaldun grabbed her by the arm and pulled her into the bushes.

A few seconds later, a man came trotting up the road.

“Raphael!” Jezebel cried out, jumping from their hiding place. She gathered him in a huge hug, tears of joy streaming down her cheeks.

“We thought you were dead,” Khaldun told him, grinning in astonishment.

Raphael patted Jezebel on the back. “I’m alive and well,” he assured them.

“How did you survive?” Jezebel asked, releasing him. “We saw the bridge collapse!” Only then did she realize that Raphael was soaked from head to toe—and now she was wet, too.

“I assume you noticed that I heated all the iron in the bridge?” he asked. They both nodded. “I waited until you were safely off the span, then I called fire. I created an explosion within the structure—beyond the center to make sure Dredmort couldn’t cross. With the beams already weakened, it was enough to destroy the bridge.

“I jumped off the span at the same time. Although I tried calling air to blow myself to this side of the river, it wasn’t enough. The wind worked against me, and I landed in the river. I swam to shore, but the current had dragged me far to the north. I had to move very quickly to catch you here.”

“What about Dredmort?” asked Khaldun. “Was he destroyed?”

“No, it would take far more than that to end him,” Raphael replied. “When he realized what I was doing, he fled. I’m sure he made it back to shore in one piece.

“But we should keep moving. We need to get you into hiding before anyone sees you. I’ll make us invisible, but there are some here who may detect the spell. Follow me!”

The eastern sky started to lighten as they walked. They passed a few houses, and Jezebel could see larger buildings in the distance. But they turned down a narrow lane. At the end, they came to a small stone house on the edge of the woods.

“Home sweet home,” Raphael said with a smile as he opened the front door for them.

“You live here?” Jezebel asked, walking inside.

“I used to teach history at the university until… well, until I changed my vocation. I don’t often return here these days, but the house is still mine. Make yourselves comfortable. It will be a few hours before anyone arrives at the administrative offices. Sleep for a while, if you’d like.”

Raphael settled himself into a large leather chair in the corner. He put his feet up on the footrest and lit his pipe.

The house was small, only one story. This room seemed to serve as a study. Bookshelves lined two walls, and there was a desk in one corner. Dark wooden beams ran across the high cathedral ceiling. Jezebel could see a kitchen through an adjacent doorway, and a passage led farther into the house. There were at least two more rooms in the back.

Khaldun and Jezebel dropped their packs in the corner. Jezebel sat at the desk, turning her chair to face the others. Khaldun sat on the floor by her feet.

“I’m too anxious to sleep right now,” Jezebel said. Khaldun nodded in agreement.

“Suit yourselves,” Raphael replied, blowing out smoke in rings. “Khaldun should remain here for the time being. But Lady Jezebel, you are welcome to accompany me on our quest for information when the time comes. I think you may enjoy a short tour of the campus.”

“Yes, I’d like that,” she said. “I have a few questions, though.”

“Go ahead.”

“When you rescued me from the enemy camp, you cast a spell to knock out the soldiers. Could you teach us that?”

Raphael cleared his throat. “I would prefer not to. Spells that interfere with the mind are forbidden.”

“Why?” asked Jezebel.

“They can cause madness. I don’t use that one often, and only when the circumstances are dire. Next question?”

Jezebel collected her thoughts for a moment. “When we encountered Dredmort on the bridge, I called fire. Nothing happened. Why?”

“You tried to ignite him internally?” Raphael asked. Jezebel nodded. “Try it on me.”

“What?! Why would I do that?”

“Unless I’m much mistaken, it won’t work,” he said, a twinkle in his eye.

Jezebel raised her wand nervously and cast the spell. Sure enough, nothing happened.

“You build a tolerance to magic as you practice it,” Raphael explained. “That tolerance grows with your power. Only someone with extraordinary talent would be able to affect Dredmort that way.”

Jezebel nodded. “And how did Nineve know…” She looked at Khaldun and felt herself blush. “She knew we were lovers. She asked where Khaldun had come from, and who had let an unbound sorcerer journey unprotected. I told her only that we were traveling on other business, and Khaldun transformed on the journey. But somehow, she knew.”

“That’s not too hard to figure out,” Raphael said with a grin. “I surmised as much myself.”

“Why?” Khaldun asked, looking somewhat embarrassed himself. His face grew a deeper shade of gold rather than red.

“The metamorphosis is almost always triggered by sexual intercourse,” Raphael explained. “As I’m sure you know, human thought provides the basis for the magical force. Erotic desire is a very primitive emotion and exists on a more fundamental level than conscious thought. As such, sexual energy can produce potent magic—intercourse in particular. You know, male joining together with female, the coupling of positive and negative forces.”

“That’s why the transformation never happens until the onset of puberty?” Khaldun asked.

“Indeed,” Raphael said. “Powerful experiences usually trigger it—like someone’s first sexual encounter.”

Jezebel laughed. Khaldun looked at the floor, the color in his face deepening again.

“I missed the joke,” Raphael muttered, drawing on his pipe.

“It was my first time,” Jezebel said, unable to stifle a giggle. “But it certainly wasn’t his.”

“Curious,” Raphael replied, sounding more and more amused. “Perhaps this encounter was particularly special or meaningful, in some way. Lust without love isn’t nearly as powerful. It’s nothing to worry about. The metamorphosis isn’t the same for everyone.”

Jezebel remembered that Khaldun had whispered Allison’s name, and thought she understood perfectly.

“You’ve talked about hiding me,” Khaldun said. “Does that mean you’re willing to let me go to Enigma to be bound?”

“For now, I am withholding my decision,” Raphael replied. “Let’s find out where Enigma went before we make up our minds.”

They sat in silence for a while. Khaldun drifted off to sleep sitting against Jezebel’s legs. Jezebel grew drowsy but remained awake. When the time came, they woke Khaldun. He moved to Raphael’s chair, and Jezebel left the house with the wizard.

They strolled down the lane and turned onto the main road. The campus was alive with activity this morning. A few minutes later, they came to the central quad. Several large, brownstone buildings were laid out in a rectangle, with an open courtyard in the middle. Each was a separate structure, but only narrow alleyways led between them, archways spanning those in many places.

Raphael strode along the cobblestone walkway to the building at the far corner. Jezebel followed him up the steps to the entry. The enormous central doorways led into a long hallway. Halfway down the passage, Raphael opened a door on the right. Jezebel walked in, the wizard right behind her. The room was cluttered with bookshelves and cabinets. An older woman sat at a desk in the opposite corner.

“Good morning, Meredith,” Raphael called out. The woman turned with a start—apparently she hadn’t heard them come in. She stared at them for a moment, until recognition washed over her face.

“Raphael,” she said, rising slowly to her feet. She hobbled over to them. “It’s been ages—how are you? What brings you back to the nest?”

Raphael stooped low, kissing her lightly on both cheeks. “This young lady is Jezebel of Spanbrook.”

“Hello,” Jezebel said with a smile, shaking the woman’s hand.

“We need to find Enigma,” Raphael told her. “I know he hasn’t been here in some time, but I’m hoping he left word of his destination.”

Meredith frowned, shaking her head slightly. “Dark business, that,” she said. “The governors were in an uproar for months. Syllith’s removal was bad enough. Seldom in the entire history of this school has anyone from the council been forced to resign. But of course, you know that—professor of history and all.”

“Yes,” Raphael said with a little smile, “but do you have any idea why they removed her?”

“They refuse to discuss it, but I’d tell you if I knew,” Meredith replied conspiratorially. “As for Enigma, that was a great dishonor. He left without bothering to seek the approval of the other governors.”

“I wasn’t aware,” said Raphael. “Yet with Syllith gone, and no easy method available to reassign his bond, what else could he do?”

“True, but he should have done the thing properly,” Meredith said. “The council would have approved his retirement. But he didn’t give them a chance. And he told no one where he was going. His departure was unannounced—he simply disappeared!”

“I didn’t know that,” Raphael muttered, stroking his beard. “This could be ill news. How do we know he left of his own volition?”

Meredith regarded Raphael askance. “It’s Enigma, dear. How else would he have gone?”

“Oh, yes. Of course,” said Raphael, shaking his head. “I’ve been in the wild, fighting Henry too long. Forgive me.”

“What?” asked Jezebel. “I don’t understand.”

“Enigma is a sorcerer,” Raphael said with a shrug. “An extremely powerful one. It’s highly unlikely that anyone could have removed him against his will. And especially here, with the enchantments around the perimeter.”

“But what if it was one of the other governors?” asked Jezebel. “Aren’t half of them sorcerers?”

“Enigma is powerful even among them, darling,” Meredith told her. “I’m sorry, I can’t help you. I’m sure he’ll check in eventually, and if he does, I’ll know about it immediately. I’ll get word to you right away.”

They left the building. Jezebel despaired of ever finding a way to save Allison from the demon. Without Enigma, her quest was hopeless.

At first, they headed back toward Raphael’s house. But the wizard stopped after a few yards, gazing the other way.

“What is it?” asked Jezebel.

“Only a hunch,” said Raphael, retracing their steps. Jezebel followed.

They moved beyond the central quad. Raphael chose a path that led past the rear corner, into the trees. Before long, they passed by an odd structure, set back from the walkway. It was some sort of tower, perhaps five stories tall. But it was twice as wide as the towers of Castle Spanbrook and seven-sided. And it had no doors or windows, as far as Jezebel could see.

“What is that?” Jezebel asked.

“I don’t know,” Raphael said. “It’s been there for centuries. But I’ve never learned what function it serves.”

A few minutes later, they came to a row of elegant mansions. They strolled to the very end of the lane, and Raphael walked up to the last house. He peered inside a window before moving to the door. It was unlocked.

“After you,” he said, holding the door open for Jezebel. He followed her inside.

“What is this place?” Jezebel asked, looking around in awe. Before her, an enormous stone staircase led to the second floor. A huge chandelier hung from the ceiling high above.

“Enigma’s house,” Raphael said simply. “The university provides fine homes for each of the governors.”

“And what are we doing here?”

“Looking and listening,” Raphael said. “I’m wondering if perhaps Enigma left a message when he departed.”

Jezebel followed Raphael around the mansion. They walked through a fancy dining room and an enormous kitchen. They searched for clues in a large study and a luxurious living room with a giant fireplace. Upstairs they found a library and several bedrooms. There were no clues or messages.

“It looks incredibly clean for a place that hasn’t been occupied for six months,” Jezebel observed.

“Yes, it does,” Raphael agreed with a frown. “And that in itself is odd.”

They were about to return to the first floor when they heard the sound of the front door opening. Raphael held out his wand and made them invisible. He motioned Jezebel behind him, and they crept to the top of the stairs.

An old man walked inside, closing the door behind him. Raphael seemed to relax.

“Hello, Archibald,” he called out.

The old man whirled around, clearly startled. “Raphael,” he said, holding his hand to his chest. The wizard had removed the spell of invisibility, Jezebel noted. She followed him down the stairs. “You gave me a fright.”

“I apologize for that,” Raphael said, shaking his hand. “We were trying to ascertain where Enigma might have gone.”

“I’m afraid I don’t know,” Archibald said. “The governors reassigned me, but I stop in now and then to tidy up a bit. Not much to do, as nobody has been here since Master Enigma’s departure. But I assume he will return eventually, and we wouldn’t want him to find a dusty house.”

“Certainly,” Raphael said with a frown. “We’ll be on our way then,” he added, leading Jezebel out of the mansion.

“Farewell,” Archibald said, closing the door behind them.

“Who is that, exactly?” Jezebel asked as they strolled down the lane.

“He was Enigma’s manservant,” Raphael explained. “I would have sought him next if we hadn’t met him here. But I’m afraid now we have only one chance of finding the sorcerer.”

They returned to Raphael’s house. Khaldun was asleep in the chair still, snoring away. Jezebel didn’t have the heart to wake him.

“We should sleep now, too,” Raphael told her through a big yawn. “There is no more we can do today.”

He led her down the hallway to a guest bedroom before going off to retire to bed himself. Jezebel lay down in the bed and fell asleep within minutes.

But suddenly something disrupted her sleep. She sat up, confused for a moment about where she was. Unsure what had wakened her, or how much time had passed, she tried to go back to sleep. But then she heard a whisper: someone said her name.

Jezebel sat bolt upright, frantically looking around the room for the source of the speaker. But nobody was there.

She got out of bed and tiptoed down the hall. It was still light out—how long had she been asleep? She heard someone whisper her name again, but couldn’t find the source of the noise. For a moment she panicked—could this be the demon? But she didn’t think it would shift its focus across so many miles from Allison to her.

Jezebel felt something beckoning to her from outside. Slowly she opened the front door and slipped outside. Walking around behind the house, she ventured into the woods, unsure what was drawing her forward. But she found she couldn’t resist this call.

Dead leaves and twigs crunched beneath her bare feet as she walked farther into the trees. But suddenly, she saw a golden glow before her, like a firefly with its light greatly amplified. The glow moved toward her, and Jezebel froze. In the next moment, the light surrounded her.

“What are you doing here, farm-girl?” a voice whispered in her ear. Jezebel jumped. She tried to answer, but no words would come out. Instead, she said Enigma’s name in her mind.

“I’m afraid you’re too late,” the voice said. It struck her as feminine, although there was no actual sound. “Enigma has departed. What do you want with him?”

Jezebel felt like the questioner withdrew the answer from her mind, but she couldn’t say for sure. She found herself fading from consciousness.

Jezebel woke up very disoriented. She was lying in bed. It was dark outside, and she wasn’t sure where she was. Delicious aromas were drifting into the room. Memories flooded in, and she remembered that she was in Raphael’s house. The last strands of a dream flickered through her mind, something about a golden glow. But as she tried to remember, the memory faded away, like sand slipping through her fingers.

Jezebel sat up. She got out of bed and shuffled down the hall. She found Khaldun and Raphael sitting at the kitchen table.

“I was afraid you were dead,” Khaldun said with a grin.

“How long was I asleep?” Jezebel asked, sitting at the table. Platters of bacon, eggs, pancakes, and fried potatoes sat in front of her.

“Approximately thirteen hours,” Raphael said with a grin. “Eat—you must be famished.” He passed her a dish.

“I am,” she said, her stomach growling in anticipation. She filled her plate.

“I told Khaldun what we discovered earlier,” Raphael told her. “But, I’d like him to return with us once we’ve eaten.”

“Why?” Jezebel asked, stuffing her face.

“He’s a sorcerer,” the wizard said simply. “If anything’s hiding behind a spell of concealment, he’ll be able to detect it. It’s a long shot, but it’s the last chance we have of finding Enigma.”

Jezebel’s heart sank. If they couldn’t locate the sorcerer, she’d have to return to Spanbrook, unsuccessful in her quest. And there’d be no way to banish the demon.

They finished eating and set out into the night. Rather than making him invisible, Raphael altered Khaldun’s appearance. He looked now exactly the way he had before his transformation. Raphael explained that hiding someone entirely would look quite suspicious if they encountered any sorcerers. But many mages used magic to enhance their appearance. Such a spell would be unlikely to attract attention.

They walked along the lane in front of the mansions. The soft light of oil lamps lit most of their interiors. They arrived at Enigma’s house, and Raphael let them inside.

“What should I be looking for?” Khaldun asked.

“You aren’t looking for anything,” Raphael said. “If something’s being concealed, you won’t see it—you’ll feel it. Most sorcerers describe the presence of magic as a tingling sensation or like the feeling of energy in the air during a storm. It will be subtle—don’t expect to be hit over the head.”

“Right,” Khaldun muttered as they walked across the dining room. They passed through the entire house, but Khaldun sensed nothing.

“This is it, then,” Jezebel said sadly, sitting on the bottom of the stairs. “We failed. There’s nothing I can do for Allison.”

“Let me try again,” Khaldun said. “I am new at this, after all.”

Jezebel knew he was only trying to make her feel better. She sat there, twirling her wand while Raphael walked through the house again with Khaldun. But several minutes later, Khaldun called down to her from the second floor.

“Come here,” he said. “I’ve found something.”

Jezebel ran up the stairs, into the library.

“I didn’t notice it the first time,” Khaldun explained, “because it’s not in any one place.”

“I don’t follow,” Jezebel said.

“Spells can conceal objects,” said Raphael. “But they can also hide energy. Imagine using one spell to hide another.”

“And the underlying spell is floating in the air,” Khaldun added. “It’s not localized.”

“Go ahead,” Raphael urged him.

Khaldun waved his hand. There was a whispering sound, and suddenly a man appeared in the middle of the room. He was only slightly taller than Jezebel. He wasn’t wearing a shirt; his golden skin looked like it had been painted over his thick, rippling muscles. There was no hair on his head, and the irises of his eyes were blood red. Tattoos covered his entire body, including his head and face. Most were runes and symbols of some kind, and they glowed faintly red and black against his golden skin. One ear was pierced, and a silver dragon dangled from it on a short chain.

“Enigma,” Raphael said in awe.

The image of Enigma began speaking. “I have to leave quickly, and there’s no time to discuss my departure. I apologize for not following protocol, but my need is great.

“As you’re aware, Syllith made some startling discoveries. I know you don’t approve of her research. But it turns out her most dire predictions were true.

“I am heading immediately to the northwestern watchtower in the Anthar Mountains. I only hope I’m not too late. If you need me, you can find me there.”

The image disappeared.

Raphael sat in a chair, seeming deeply troubled.

“What is it?” Khaldun asked.

Raphael looked at him sharply. “Not here.”

Jezebel had no idea what was going on. Raphael hurried out of the house, Khaldun and Jezebel on his heels. They walked across campus and returned to Raphael’s home. He started a fire in the hearth and sat heavily in his chair. Khaldun and Jezebel sat on the floor in front of him.

“So… What’s wrong?” asked Jezebel.

“You remember the story of the Pythan Empire that I told you in Arthos?” Raphael asked.

“Yes,” said Jezebel. “The King of Pytha abducted sorcerers, who became necromancers, and took over the entire continent.”

“And Nyro betrayed the emperor,” Khaldun added. “She reversed her bond and became like a god. She plunged the empire into three hundred years of darkness until the elves came and destroyed the necromancers and their demons.”

“Yes,” Raphael confirmed, nodding vigorously. “They also laid waste to Pytha. They feared that Nyro might rise again someday. They cast immensely powerful enchantments upon the land and erected watchtowers at several points in the Anthar Mountains. But hundreds of years passed and nothing happened. Eventually, the watchtowers were abandoned.”

“But if Enigma went there, something must be happening now,” Jezebel suggested.

Raphael stared at her for a moment. “Activity in Pytha can mean only one thing,” he said. “Nyro is rising.”


Chapter 17
Escort


Jezebel sat in stunned silence. The story of Nyro had seemed like something out of a dark, twisted fairy tale—not real history. Myrddin was the only necromancer she’d ever met—the same was true for anyone alive today, she reminded herself. And he was perfectly benign. But Jezebel recalled the way he’d killed Nomad and shuddered to think what Nyro might be like were she to return.

“But that can’t be,” Khaldun said, sounding alarmed. “The elves killed her…”

“The truth is that we don’t know for certain what the elves did,” Raphael said. “For years after the fall of the Pythan Empire, the university purged the library of every work concerning necromancy. The governors at the time grew overzealous—the merest mention of the topic was enough for a book to be destroyed. Many purely historical writings were lost in the process. Everything we know about the final battle—which isn’t much—comes to us by oral tradition. Legend says that the elves killed Nyro and destroyed her demons. Yet rumors have always persisted that Nyro’s soul lived on. And it’s entirely possible—she did learn her own name. Such knowledge provides immense power.

“Enigma’s message makes me wonder many things; it casts a shadow upon my heart. I would guess now that Syllith was researching the final days of the empire. She must have found something that prompted her to visit Pytha—and it sounds like whatever she discovered was dire indeed. No trivial concern would have driven Enigma to leave so abruptly.”

“But you just told us that the university destroyed historical records of those days,” said Khaldun. “How could Syllith have been doing that kind of research?”

“Many of the princedoms have libraries of their own,” Raphael said with a shrug. “Syllith did travel extensively. Perhaps the purge wasn’t as comprehensive elsewhere as it was here. I can’t say for sure—but it’s clear she found something. And the reason for her expulsion seems more apparent now. If she was digging up information about Nyro and the end of her reign, it’s no wonder the other governors forced her out.”

They sat quietly for a few minutes, considering Raphael’s words.

“I still have to try to find Enigma,” Jezebel said quietly. “How far is it to the watchtower?”

Raphael rose to his feet. He pulled out an enormous scroll from the top of one of the bookshelves. As he unrolled it on his desk, Jezebel realized that it was a map.

“As the crow flies, we are over five-hundred miles from Spanbrook,” he said, tracing the route with his finger. He continued to a point in the Anthar Mountains. “The northwestern watchtower is here—more than eight hundred miles from where you now stand.”

Jezebel’s heart sank. “That’s a journey of thirty days, at least. And then I still have to return all that way to Spanbrook…”

“I’m afraid an overland journey will take considerably longer than that,” Raphael told her. “The Great Desert occupies much of the distance between here and there. And the Forsaken Hills lie across your path as well. Crossing such terrain is much slower than what you’ve experienced so far.

“But I think I will accompany you, at least part of the way,” the wizard added. “And we may be able to find a swifter course.”

“What about me?” Khaldun asked. “Will you force me to remain here to be bound?”

“No,” Raphael replied. “Lady Jezebel will need your assistance if she is to make it to the watchtower—I cannot journey that entire distance myself. My business will take me elsewhere, I am sure. But you must give me your word that you will allow Enigma to perform the rite of binding when you find him. I will escort you beyond Henry’s reach. But you must not attempt the return trip in your present condition.”

Khaldun nodded gravely. “Agreed.”

“Very well. Tomorrow I will learn what I can about the best route to take. We will need to stock up our provisions as well. And I suspect I will have some explaining to do to the governors.”

“About what?” Jezebel asked.

“They will undoubtedly be curious about my reasons for destroying the bridge,” Raphael said with a twinkle in his eye.

Jezebel hadn’t been awake long but had no trouble going back to sleep for a few more hours. She left the house with Raphael in the morning. Khaldun stayed behind to avoid contact with other sorcerers.

Raphael led Jezebel into one of the main university buildings. They entered an elegant conference room. There was an enormous stone fireplace, and cherry wood paneling covered the walls. A long bench, like in a courtroom, spanned the front of the room. Raphael and Jezebel took their seats at one of the tables facing the bench.

A minute later, an impossibly large man entered from a door behind the bench. He was as big as a house, with long unkempt hair and a beard that reached his stomach; the golden skin of his face was barely visible behind all the hair. He wore tattered brown robes.

“Who’s that?” Jezebel asked in a whisper as the sorcerer sat behind the bench.

“Semblant,” Raphael replied. “He’s a shapeshifter, and one of the governors.”

Jezebel wondered why he wouldn’t change his shape to something more attractive.

Moments later, another sorcerer entered from a door behind the other end of the bench. She was as different from Semblant as it was possible to be. Standing no more than five feet tall, she wore a scant, one-piece garment that barely covered her breasts and groin, the black material contrasting against her golden skin. Her muscular body seemed to flow rather than walk across the floor as she moved to take her seat. Black hair fell to her waist, and her skin was a darker gold than any of the sorcerers’ Jezebel had seen so far. Sitting down, she stared directly at Jezebel, a smile teasing her lips. She felt overwhelmed by the sexual aura emanating from this woman; she couldn’t help but feel aroused by her presence.

“Who is she?” Jezebel whispered, wrenching her gaze away from the woman.

“Allure,” Raphael replied, clearing his throat. “Don’t let her diminutive form fool you: she is one of the most powerful among the governors.”

“I can’t imagine why,” Jezebel muttered.

“Indeed,” Raphael said quietly. “But in addition to her powers of seduction, she possesses another rare gift. She can sense the magical potential in a person, and often predict whether a mage will transform into a sorcerer.”

The sorcerers looked entirely out of place in this room, elements of the wild within otherwise civilized surroundings. But two others entered and took seats behind the bench: an elderly man, and a middle-aged woman. These were not sorcerers; Jezebel assumed they must be conjurnors. Unlike the sorcerers, they looked like they belonged here.

“I thought there were twelve governors?” Jezebel asked.

“Yes, but this is only a subcommittee,” Raphael explained.

Jezebel noticed a golden glow coming from the corridor beyond the door the conjurnors had used. She gasped, suddenly recalling the entirety of the dream she’d had at Raphael’s house. But the light vanished. She was about to ask Raphael about it when the woman cleared her throat to speak.

“Shall we begin?” she asked. The others nodded.

The woman did most of the talking; the two sorcerers sat in silence the entire time. Semblant appeared utterly uninterested in the proceedings; at some points, Jezebel thought he might have fallen asleep. Meanwhile, Allure couldn’t keep her eyes off of Jezebel. She gazed at her invitingly the entire time.

The other woman questioned Raphael about the bridge; he told them most of the truth: Dredmort and his wraiths were chasing him. He left out any mention of Khaldun’s transformation. By the woman’s follow-up questions, it sounded like she assumed Raphael’s activities against Henry had prompted Dredmort’s pursuit.

She inquired about Jezebel’s presence next, catching her flat-footed. Raphael told the woman that she and Khaldun were interested in enrolling in the university. “Jezebel comes from Spanbrook, where one of the witches has instructed her in the rudiments of magic. Khaldun has lived among the wayfarers until very recently.”

The strength of her adverse reaction to Khaldun surprised Jezebel. Khaldun had told her that they didn’t allow wayfarers, but he hadn’t prepared her for such hostility.

The woman and the old man did express approval of Jezebel’s matriculation, however. She thought they seemed eager to enroll someone who could supply them with information about Myrddin’s activities. Jezebel was surprised to learn that Spanbrook had long ago severed ties with the university. Myrddin himself had fallen out of their good graces when he became a necromancer. But Aldo’s other mages had renounced the governors in a show of solidarity with their chief.

Raphael made no mention of their intent to travel to the watchtower, nor their discovery of Enigma’s message. He only inquired about Henry’s recent activities to the south of the university. The governors told them that they were expecting scouts to return from the region within days.

“Well, that should conclude our inquiry, Raphael,” the woman said. “We appreciate your efforts, as always, but might ask that you try to avoid such property damage in the future. Bridges are expensive, after all.”

“I will do my best,” Raphael replied with a twinkle in his eye.

They got to their feet, and Raphael led Jezebel out of the chamber. Feeling the weight of someone’s stare, she turned to glance at the bench. Semblant and the two conjurnors had risen from their seats, and were heading out the doors. But Allure remained in her chair, smiling seductively at her.

Jezebel followed Raphael out of the building and into the sunshine.

“So you’re not in trouble?” she asked.

“Not this time,” he said with a grin. “Although I should try not to destroy any more bridges.”

“Did you notice the golden glow behind that door?” she asked.

“Golden glow, you say?”

She told him about her dream. “I think it was the same thing. But the dream seemed so real; I wonder if it actually happened.”

“Hmm,” said Raphael, stroking his beard. “Shadow, perhaps…” he muttered.

“What?”

Raphael shook his head. “Old stories and rumors,” he said. “Nothing more. I cannot rightfully say what it was that you saw.”

Jezebel tried to get him to elaborate, but Raphael would say nothing more.

Back at the wizard’s house, they discussed their inquiry with Khaldun. The three of them decided to wait until the scouts’ reports came in before leaving the university. Jezebel was happy that she’d have a respite from her journey.

“It would be easiest to travel south through Roses for a time before we cross the Mayne,” Raphael explained. “With the bridge gone, we’d lose a few days by traveling north to the ferry. And there is rough country between Strom and Highgate. But the next crossing lies deep within Henry’s lands—Roses was one of the first princedoms he sacked. And he’s always maintained a presence along the border with the university in the hope of capturing a sorcerer.”

“Then we can’t go that way,” Jezebel said. “Won’t they be watching for Khaldun?”

“I don’t think so,” the wizard replied pensively. “New sorcerers always undergo the rite of binding as soon as they arrive. And they stay here for years to complete their education. Henry’s people have no reason to expect Khaldun’s situation to differ from the norm.

“Moving through the north of Roses will still be dangerous. But depending on the disposition of Henry’s troops farther south, it may be worth the risk. It would cut many leagues from the journey.”

Raphael cooked breakfast for them again. Jezebel much enjoyed being able to sit down for a home-cooked meal. After that, the wizard left to visit some old friends. Jezebel walked around the study, perusing all the books on the shelves. Many contained histories of various princedoms. Some were about magic, and a few were written in different languages. One documented the founding of the university. Jezebel pulled that one from the shelf and sat down to start reading.

“Look at this,” Khaldun murmured from across the room a minute later.

Jezebel moved to his side. “What is it?”

He was holding a portrait of a beautiful young woman; it had been sitting at the end of one of the shelves.

“To my husband, the love of my life,” Khaldun read from the back, “on our fifth anniversary.”

“Raphael’s married?” Jezebel asked, taking the portrait from him. “This is dated 835. That was… thirty-seven years ago.”

“Oh no,” Khaldun whispered. “Read this—it was behind the portrait.” He handed her a card. It contained words written in a long, flowing script.

“Raphael, I’m so sorry for your loss,” she read out loud. “Helen was a dear friend and one of the most gifted mages I’ve ever taught. Her death comes as a heavy blow to me personally and to everyone who resists Telbana. I promise you that bastard will pay. I am here if there’s anything I can do for you. Your friend, Enigma.”

“That’s so sad,” Khaldun said.

“Who’s Telbana?”

“Telbana is a princedom far north of here,” Khaldun explained. “It sits in a great bend of the River Mayne. A long time ago, a man named Daphnis ascended to the throne. He was a powerful mage—but he was a lot like Henry. He conquered half of northern Maeda before they stopped him.”

“This makes it sound like he killed Raphael’s wife,” Jezebel said.

“It does,” Khaldun agreed. “Nomad once told me that the university became much more directly involved in that conflict. Daphnis tried to take over the school, so they didn’t have any choice.”

“I thought mages weren’t allowed to rule,” Jezebel said.

“Only sorcerers and necromancers,” Khaldun corrected her. “It’s frowned upon for normal mages, but it happens now and then.”

“This must explain why Raphael gave up teaching,” she observed.

“So it would seem,” said Khaldun. “I guess Henry’s not the first despot he’s fought.”

This information provided Jezebel new insight into their guide. He’d seemed invulnerable before, especially after surviving the battle on the bridge. She’d come to regard him as something more than a man. But this knowledge showed her that he was human, after all, possessing the same emotions and motives as anyone else. She appreciated him more than ever.

Khaldun and Jezebel agreed not to tell Raphael what they’d discovered. She felt like they’d invaded his privacy. If he wanted them to know about his wife, he’d bring her up himself.

Jezebel spent the rest of the day reading about the early days of the university. She sat in Raphael’s chair, legs folded beneath her. And for the first time since leaving Dorshire and encountering Henry’s men, she felt safe and secure.

Jezebel spoke to Allison before she went to bed that night. She told her about Enigma’s message, and their plan to travel to the watchtower. Allison begged her not to go.

“The demon has not returned,” she said. “I’m safe. If you journey that far, you may not return for months. I can’t bear to be without you so long.”

“There’s no guarantee the demon won’t strike again when you return to the castle,” Jezebel insisted. “I’ve gone this far; I’m not giving up. We know where to find Enigma now. He can teach us how to end this nightmare forever.”

Jezebel fell into a deep and dreamless sleep that night. But again, she was wakened by a sense of someone beckoning to her. This time there was no doubt the source was outside, somewhere in the woods.

She ventured out of bed, left the wizard’s house, and set out into the trees. Before long, she spotted a golden glow in the distance.

The glow disappeared, but Jezebel pressed her way through the woods, still feeling the mysterious call. Within a few minutes, though, she felt lost and was sure she’d never find her way back to Raphael’s.

Suddenly someone stepped out from behind a large tree. Jezebel gasped, startled for a moment until she realized who it was. “Allure,” she said.

The sorceress was dressed the same as before. She moaned low in her throat, reminding Jezebel of a cat’s purr as she drew closer and caressed Jezebel’s face with the back of her hand. A few inches shorter than Jezebel, she stared longingly into her eyes.

“There was a golden glow,” Jezebel said nervously.

“What golden glow?” Allure asked with a mocking smile, bringing her face within inches of Jezebel’s, and breathing softly on her ear.

“Was that you?”

“What truly brings you here, farm-girl?” Allure asked, ignoring her question.

“It’s like I said at the inquiry, I want to learn magic.”

“Then you should stay,” Allure told her. “There is so very much we could teach you.”

“But I can’t yet,” said Jezebel. “I have to…” Allure ran her tongue along the side of Jezebel’s neck, moaning softly again. Jezebel felt frozen with fear, or anticipation, she couldn’t decide which. “I need to return to Spanbrook. But one day, I wish to study here…”

Suddenly the forest around her disappeared. Jezebel found herself in a dimly lit room, with a fire burning on the hearth, and a massive four-poster bed with silken hangings around the edges. Allure pushed her onto the mattress, climbing on top of her and plunging her tongue into Jezebel’s mouth. Jezebel kissed her back for a moment, but then pulled away.

“There are many reasons to stay,” Allure whispered in her ear. “I wish to entice you.”

“I can’t stay, I have to…”

Jezebel’s clothes disappeared, and Allure turned into Khaldun, also naked, rubbing his manhood against Jezebel’s leg. Jezebel moaned, scratching her nails down Allure’s muscular back. But again, after a moment of temptation, she pulled away, trying to distance herself from this enchantress. “This is all an illusion,” she muttered.

Allure moaned again, but this time the sound spoke of disappointment. She changed again.

“Perhaps you’ll find this form more tempting,” she said, and Jezebel realized she’d turned into Allison.

“No,” Jezebel whispered. But she couldn’t resist and kissed the woman hungrily. But then she said “No!” more insistently, pulling away yet again.

Allure, sat up, still maintaining Allison’s appearance, but Jezebel realized that her skin was golden, glistening in the glow of the hearth. Suddenly the surroundings changed again. The fire remained, but the bed disappeared. Now Jezebel found herself chained and shackled to a stone wall. Allure stood naked before her, still in the form of the princess.

“I could teach you much of the ways of the flesh,” the sorceress told her with Allison’s voice. “If only you’ll stay.”

“I can’t,” Jezebel said weakly.

“This girl is the reason you are here,” she declared.

“How do you know about her?” Jezebel demanded. “How can you look like her when you’ve never seen her?”

“You are trying to save her,” Allure said, returning to her own body, and now wearing clothes again. “You are on a quest to find Enigma.”

“Yes,” Jezebel replied as her clothing reappeared, their surroundings dissolved, and they returned to the woods. “There’s a demon haunting my cousin, and I’m trying to save her before it drives her mad.”

Allure moved toward her, still holding her gaze. Jezebel felt frozen as the sorceress placed her hands on the sides of her head.

“You will find Enigma,” Allure told her. “Beyond that is hard to say. But you would learn much if you were to stay. There is magic in your blood, doubly strong.”

“What does that mean?”

“You’ve inherited the talent from both of your parents.”

“That’s impossible,” Jezebel said, shaking her head. “My father has no mages in his family.”

Allure withdrew her hands and stepped away. “There can be no doubt,” she told her. “You would become powerful if you enrolled here.”

“Will I become a sorcerer?”

Allure closed her eyes and stood silent for a moment. “No. The metamorphosis is not within you. And for now, you must continue your quest. But perhaps one day, I will entice you to return.”

Allure smiled seductively, moving toward her and kissing her passionately once more. But in the next moment, she was gone, and Jezebel started awake, back in her bed at Raphael’s house, unsure if it had all been a dream.

Jezebel stayed at the house with Khaldun for the next two days. Her attraction to the wayfarer had not abated, but she resisted the temptation. The encounter with Allure had strengthened her resolve: she was determined to restore her faith to Allison.

Jezebel said nothing to Raphael or Khaldun about her experience with Allure. She felt like she was being toyed with, a pawn in some sort of larger game she didn’t understand. But she was determined to figure it out on her own.

She spent much of her time immersed in books. As she read various texts on magical theory, she found herself thinking she might enjoy enrolling at the university. She wasn’t a sorcerer, so she’d still be able to go back to Spanbrook. It would mean leaving Allison’s side for a time, but it wouldn’t be permanent. She decided to bring it up with her father when she returned home.

At the end of the second day, Raphael reported that the scouts had returned. Henry had recalled the majority of his troops to Fosland. He’d left occupying forces in the more outlying areas, but only a token presence in Roses and Ulster. This worked to their advantage; they would be able to take the faster route along the western side of the Mayne.

“Why the withdrawal?” Khaldun asked. “What is he up to?”

They were standing around the desk, looking at the map.

“Isn’t it obvious?” Raphael said. “Look!”

Jezebel had no idea what he was driving at. But suddenly, Khaldun said, “Oh no…”

“What is it?” asked Jezebel.

“He’s preparing to attack Highgate,” Khaldun said.

Jezebel looked back and forth from the wayfarer to the wizard. They both appeared grimmer than the situation warranted. “Why is Highgate so important?”

“Thus far, Henry has confined himself west of the Mayne—Ulster, Roses, Perrin, Stiles,” said Raphael, pointing to each. “But Highgate is the linchpin to everything on the eastern shore. None of the other princedoms can match Salerna’s might. If Highgate falls, there’s nothing to stop him from taking everything from here to Northcoast.”

“Only Stoutwall would remain independent in all of northern Maeda,” Khaldun observed.

“And once he truly commands the resources of a kingdom, he’s bound to take Stoutwall as well. And then no princedom would remain to stop him from conquering southern Maeda,” Raphael added.

“Forget Stoutwall,” Jezebel said, jabbing her finger at the map. “If he does march to Northcoast, he’ll have the university surrounded!”

“Yes, precisely,” Raphael agreed. “And in all likelihood, he will capture at least one sorcerer before he bothers with southern Maeda. At this point, I would be heading to Highgate with or without the both of you. But now we must make haste.”

“How long before Henry’s ready to bring his troops across the Mayne?” Khaldun asked.

“At least a fortnight,” Raphael replied. “We can beat him to Highgate, but we must leave right away. Are the provisions and gear ready?”

“Yes,” Jezebel said, going through everything in her head.

“Then we should leave at first light,” the wizard told them.

As much as she wanted to find Enigma, Jezebel was sad to be moving on so soon. She’d been enjoying her stay at the university and wouldn’t have minded spending a little more time there.

She slept poorly that night. She’d been sharing a bed with Khaldun. But she felt like lying next to the wayfarer was making her crazy. Jezebel failed to understand why her desire for him was so insatiable.

Worse, she had nightmares that she’d turned into a sorcerer, and the wraiths were chasing her through a forest. The dream ended the same way every time: Dredmort binding her to Henry.

When Raphael woke them, Jezebel felt like she’d slept only a couple of hours. She dragged herself to the kitchen, where the wizard had prepared them one last home-cooked meal. After that, they set out.

Khaldun made himself appear like a non-sorcerer. Once they were past the main campus, Raphael made the three of them invisible. They approached the southern boundary to find the road was being watched. A group of Henry’s men was camped only a dozen yards away. Raphael led them farther east instead.

“The spells required to penetrate the boundary produce a shimmering effect that even non-mages can see,” he explained once they were well out of earshot. “There’s a path up ahead—we should be safe there.”

A minute later, Raphael held out his wand and spoke the incantation. The barrier appeared, energy crackling along its surface, and an archway opened. Jezebel worried that someone might be hiding in the trees, but their passage went unmarked. The wizard closed the portal again once they were through.

They walked all day. Raphael avoided the road, leading them instead along a path that followed the river. The going was slow, but they didn’t stop until well after sunset.

They didn’t bother pitching a tent, instead laying out their bedrolls and sleeping under the stars. They woke at dawn, ate a light breakfast, and continued their march.

By midday, the river looped to the west, bringing them right next to the road. Raphael cast a spell to disguise them as farmers. They traveled along the main thoroughfare for the rest of the day.

Despite Dredmort’s words about Henry’s peace, Roses was nothing like Spanbrook. They didn’t encounter any soldiers, but they did meet plenty of farmers and townsfolk. Jezebel thought they all seemed downtrodden. None of them offered any sort of greeting, instead casting their eyes to the ground when they passed. These were not happy people.

Although they hadn’t seen any sign of troop movement, Raphael worried about camping too close to the road. So as the sun approached the horizon, they took to the trees. They ventured far into the woods before they laid down their bedrolls for the night.

Jezebel collected some kindling and started a small fire. Khaldun rendered them unseen. For a couple of hours before they went to sleep, Raphael attempted to teach Jezebel more magic. But he had no more success than Khaldun. Jezebel started to feel like she would be limited to a handful of spells for the rest of her life.

“Isn’t it unusual for someone to have so much power in such a limited way?” Khaldun asked, making Jezebel feel worse.

“It is,” Raphael replied, furrowing his brow. “But she is still new to her magic. Give her time.”

They returned to the road in the morning, continuing southward. The banks of the Mayne rose higher until the river was flowing through a gorge far below. Before long, they spotted a bridge in the distance.

“This is where we must cross the Mayne,” Raphael told them. “But I fear we may encounter troops. We’ll go invisible, but we’ll have to take great care to make sure they don’t note our passage.”

“But the lands across the river don’t belong to Henry,” said Jezebel. “So as long as we get to the bridge, we shouldn’t have to worry about them pursuing us across it, right?”

“We’ll see,” Raphael replied.

As they drew closer, they spotted a shack by the bridge, and two soldiers sitting outside of it. There were six horses tied to a post nearby, though, making them think there were more men inside the building.

“I’ve crossed here before,” Khaldun whispered. “We came this way on the way to Henry’s castle. This should be easy—they won’t hear us over the noise of the river.”

Raphael nodded.

“Let’s do it.”

The guardhouse sat to the north of the bridge. They moved a little past it, then approached from the south to avoid coming too close to the men. But as they drew closer, one of the men spotted the dirt they were kicking up from the road.

“Who goes there?!” he shouted, getting to his feet and drawing his sword.

His partner joined him, and two more men rushed out of the shack to see what was going on.

“Shit,” Khaldun muttered.

“To hell with it,” said Jezebel. Raising her wand, she called fire, engulfing the men and the building in a towering inferno. Two of the men ran screaming, falling over the edge into the gorge.

“That’ll do it,” Raphael said with a grin.

The three of them hurried over the bridge.

“They’ll have other troops close enough to see the smoke from that blaze,” said Khaldun. “And I’m sure they’ll come to investigate. Will they pursue us if they figure out that we went this way?”

“I doubt it,” Raphael said. “Their soldiers won’t cross the river without authority. But we should move fast. If there are wraiths nearby, I’m sure they will pursue us.”

They kept up their march for three more hours. Jezebel expected to hear the wraiths’ cry at any moment. But it never came. They made camp but didn’t risk a fire. Jezebel fell asleep within minutes.

They resumed their course at dawn. They reached another road a mile from the river. Raphael told them that it led to Highgate City. They traveled with lighter hearts now, not bothering to disguise themselves or become invisible.

Jezebel noticed a remarkable difference in the travelers they met. These people greeted them cheerfully. Many expressed concern about the looming war, but their spirits were unfettered.

For three more days, they journeyed along the road; the terrain grew steadily rockier. High hills rose to their east, coming closer as they traveled. They lit a fire every night, and Jezebel practiced her magic. This phase of her expedition was the most carefree she’d experienced since leaving Spanbrook.

From conversations they had with people on the road, Jezebel formed an image of Princess Salerna. It was clear that she was a strong leader who inspired the love and confidence of her people. Jezebel found herself nurturing a great fondness for the woman, even though she’d yet to meet her.

As they walked on the fourth day, Jezebel realized that the hills—which had grown larger—now lay directly in front of them. The road had veered away from the river. And she noticed something on the nearest hill gleaming in the sunlight.

“What’s that?” she asked, pointing it out to Raphael.

“That, my lady, is Highgate,” he said.

As they drew closer, Jezebel could indeed make out a city on the hill. But she soon realized it was unlike any town she’d ever seen. Even Arthos had been similar to Spanbrook, only much larger.

Highgate was different. Although still some miles distant, Jezebel could tell that the entire city was built from stone. It almost looked like it had been carved out of the hill itself. Tall towers and spires reached to the sky.

“That’s incredible,” she muttered. At that moment, the westering sun had caught the top of the tallest spire. It glowed like a star.

“The crystal tower,” Raphael said. “It’s the tallest structure in Maeda. The view from the top is breathtaking.”

“I’ve never seen anything like this place,” Jezebel said.

“Highgate is ancient,” Raphael told her. “It was the capital of the old kingdom. They don’t build cities like this anymore. We’ll be there in a couple of hours—wait till you see it up close!”

“I can’t wait,” Jezebel said, picking up her pace.


Chapter 18
Highgate


They stopped briefly at sunset. Jezebel contacted Allison; they talked only briefly. Allison informed her that they’d finished the tour of the princedom, and she’d return to the castle the following day. Jezebel reiterated her fear that the demon would resume haunting the princess. But Allison remained convinced it was gone. She again urged Jezebel to abort her journey and return home.

“But tell me all about Highgate,” she said. “And Salerna in particular.”

Only a few minutes after they’d started walking again, a group of soldiers on horseback intercepted them. The leader recognized Raphael.

“Greetings, master,” he called, eyeing Khaldun suspiciously. “Her Highness told me you’d be arriving today!”

“Did she indeed?” Raphael said, looking puzzled. “I wonder how she knew. I sent no messenger.”

“They say little transpires inside our borders without her knowledge,” the man replied with a grin. “We’ve brought extra horses. The princess is eager to meet with you.”

Raphael jumped onto one of the animals, and Jezebel rode behind Khaldun on the other. They followed the soldiers at a canter.

They passed a vast troop encampment a few minutes later. It was clear to Jezebel that Salerna was ready for Henry. As they drew closer to the city, her amazement at its architecture continued to grow. It looked like it had been built from the very bones of the earth. The hill itself acted like a castle wall; the city grew out of the summit. It was surrounded by a great wall of iron and stone that seemed but an extension of the earth and rock below.

Only the western slope of the hill was gentle enough to climb. A single, wide path made its way through several switchbacks up to the main gate. There they stopped as their escort spoke to the gatekeeper.

Jezebel gazed up at the top of the wall, dizzyingly far above, and the crystal tower even higher, and marveled at its construction. How had anyone managed to build something so tall? The gate alone stood higher than the walls of Castle Spanbrook—the city had certainly earned its name.

Once inside the wall, Jezebel was taken aback by the size of the city. It had been hard to judge its dimensions from below. It appeared from this vantage point to be at least twice as big as Spanbrook, yet entirely enclosed within the wall. Stone edifices stood everywhere. Jezebel could now see that the crystal tower rose from the middle of the central keep.

They followed the main road for several minutes until they came to another wall. This one wasn’t nearly as high as the first, but still too tall for any enemy to climb. They rode to the southern end of the city before they came to the gate. Once inside, they continued toward the keep. But they came to yet another wall. This time they had to proceed to the eastern side of the city to find the entrance. It became apparent to Jezebel that any invading army would have an extremely difficult time sacking Highgate.

They went through one more wall before finally entering the castle itself from the west. The courtyard was enormous. An entire garrison was camped here—the soldier leading them explained that troops were embedded at every level of the city. They dismounted the horses and walked around the perimeter of the courtyard. The soldier led them inside the keep. They went past the great hall to the throne room at the rear of the building. The soldier opened the door for them but didn’t go inside. Jezebel and Khaldun followed Raphael into the chamber. The door closed ominously behind them.

Marble walls surrounded them. Ornate crystal chandeliers hung from the vaulted ceiling high above. Two rows of thick stone columns formed an alleyway right up the middle of the room. There was a dais at the end with a golden throne.

Salerna rose from the chair, beckoning them. Raphael bowed low; Jezebel and Khaldun copied the gesture. As they made their way toward the princess, Jezebel realized she was older than she’d imagined. Her features were severe—as if her face had been carved out of stone—but not unkind. She wore long green robes, and her white hair was pulled back into a bun. A thin diadem encrusted with diamonds sat upon her head. She possessed an air of power and grace; Jezebel could easily imagine this woman as a queen instead of a princess.

When they stopped, only a few feet before the dais, Jezebel noticed a figure standing in the shadows beyond the throne to one side. His black, skin-tight, leather costume, facemask, and black morion caused him to fade into the shadows. When the golden skin and red eyes caught the flickering light from behind his mask, Jezebel realized he must be Salerna’s sorcerer. The leather accentuated his lithe, muscular form; he was a little shorter than Jezebel. And although it was subtle, she could feel the magical force radiating from his body.

“Welcome, Raphael,” Salerna said, walking toward him. She extended her hand. The wizard bowed, taking her fingers in his own and brushing his lips against the back of her hand.

“Greetings, Your Highness,” he replied. “May I introduce you to Lady Jezebel Barclay of Spanbrook, and Khaldun.”

They each bowed and kissed her hand in turn.

“An unbound sorcerer,” Salerna noted, raising her eyebrows. “And a wayfarer, unless I’m mistaken. There must be an interesting tale here, Raphael.”

“Indeed there is,” Raphael said. “And I will tell it in time. But I have more pressing matters to report.”

“If you’re referring to the army Henry’s raised across the Mayne, we already know,” she told him, retaking her seat.

“Of course,” the wizard replied, eyeing the sorcerer. “But more troops are coming, Your Highness. Henry’s emptied much of his homeland. He’s mounting an invasion that will likely start within days.”

“You are correct,” Salerna said gravely. “Your information is not news to us, although we appreciate the corroboration you provide. We will hold council tomorrow, and we’d like you to join us. But it is late. My people will escort you to your rooms—you must be weary from your travels. Take some time to bathe and dress yourselves. When you’re ready, we’d be honored if you would join us for dinner.”

“Of course,” Raphael said, bowing low. They left the throne room to find a young woman waiting for them. She led them down a long hallway and up two flights of stairs. Then she showed Raphael to his room and escorted Jezebel and Khaldun farther down the passage.

“Her Highness wasn’t sure of your relationship,” the woman said, “so we assigned you a suite. Your chambers connect through a common washroom.”

“Thank you,” Jezebel said awkwardly. The woman nodded and walked away.

Jezebel’s eyes nearly popped out of her head when she walked into her room. Wood paneling covered the walls—a dark cherry or mahogany. Lush carpeting blanketed the floor. The canopy bed was even bigger than Allison’s.

Jezebel walked across the room to a narrow window. It faced east, looking out on the hills behind the keep.

“Spanbrook looks austere by comparison,” Khaldun commented, clearly impressed.

“What, haven’t you been here before?”

“Not inside the city,” he said. “We performed in some smaller towns when I was little.”

Jezebel dropped her pack and followed Khaldun into the washroom. It was almost as big as her bedchamber. The tub was large enough for four people. “They must pipe the water in from a source somewhere high in the hills,” she said.

“We could wash together,” he suggested with a grin.

“I think not,” Jezebel said with a sigh. “I’d be too sorely tempted. I’m determined to avoid further damaging my chances with Allison.”

“As you wish,” Khaldun replied, sounding only mildly disappointed. “Let me know when you’re done.” He went into his bedchamber, closing the door behind him.

Jezebel turned on the tap. She peeled off her clothes, realizing only now how dirty they were. Dry mud was caked on in places. It occurred to her that she hadn’t had a bath since Spanbrook.

Steam filled the room as hot water gushed into the tub. Jezebel found a rack on the adjacent wall loaded with glass bottles. She opened one and sniffed: scented oil. Another one emitted an aroma that reminded her of Allison. She poured some into the bath and shut off the water.

Jezebel spent the next ten minutes soaping herself up and scrubbing off the dirt. She washed her hair, then just lay in the tub. She felt more relaxed than she had in weeks, and started dozing off.

“Almost done?” a voice said.

Jezebel turned quickly to see who was there, covering her breasts with one arm and sloshing water all over the floor. It was Khaldun. He was leaning against the opposite wall, grinning at her.

“How long have you been standing there?” she demanded.

“Long enough,” he said. “You’re sure Allison wouldn’t be willing to share?”

Jezebel growled at him. Getting out of the tub, she pulled the stopper from the drain. Khaldun handed her a towel. She dried herself off; the wayfarer stood there and watched.

“Don’t you have any respect for my privacy?”

“No,” he said with a shrug.

She wrapped herself in the towel, picked up her clothes, and stormed from the room, slamming the door behind her. Once in her bedchamber, she dropped the towel again. She realized she had nothing else to wear. But a moment later, she noticed several dresses lying out on a chair in the corner. Most were much too fancy for her taste. She put on the simplest and waited for Khaldun.

She had to confess that she couldn’t entirely blame him for intruding upon her. They had become intimate. And were it not for her love for Allison, Jezebel would have been amenable to continuing that relationship.

Ten minutes later, they walked downstairs to the great hall. Raphael was already there; they took two seats next to him.

Salerna sat at the head of the table. She was richly dressed in a burgundy gown. A tall woman sat to her right. She looked to be the same age as the princess. Long bronze hair flowed down her back.

“Is that Salerna’s lover?” Jezebel whispered to Raphael.

He nodded. “Her name is Jennifer. That’s Prince Albert on the other side, the heir to the throne, with his wife, Elsa, and their twins, Dustin and Diana.”

“I’m never going to remember everyone’s names,” Jezebel said. Albert was a big man, not fat, but tall and solid. His brown hair hung to his shoulders, and he wore a beard. His smile touched his eyes. Elsa was young and slender, with blond hair. She hardly appeared old enough to have birthed the twins, who looked a year or two older than Jezebel’s little sister, Emma.

“Don’t worry, I’ll remind you as it becomes necessary,” said Raphael.

“What’s the sorcerer’s name?” Jezebel asked. He was sitting next to Jennifer, still in his tight-fitting leather outfit, though he’d removed his facemask and helmet, revealing a shock of black hair.

“Azure,” Raphael told her.

The feast started a minute later, and the servants poured wine. Salerna raised her glass in a toast to Raphael, Khaldun, and Jezebel. Everyone welcomed them.

Jezebel ate more than she’d thought possible. They started with a sampling of shellfish—she couldn’t imagine how much it must have cost to import so far inland. After that, they served a succulent veal dish in wine sauce, wild rice with vegetables, and spicy potatoes.

Salerna asked about news from Spanbrook. Jezebel didn’t know what to tell her—not much ever happened there. She found herself babbling about the arrival of the wayfarers and her uncle’s tavern.

Albert talked to Khaldun at length about the travels of the wayfarers. The prince seemed fascinated by their lifestyle, not at all threatened by it. Jezebel realized that she should have been surprised by Khaldun’s inclusion in the dinner invitation. She doubted very much this would have happened in most of the other princedoms.

But the conversation never turned to war. Jezebel had the feeling everyone was saving such grave matters for the council the following morning.

They had pie for dessert. Not long after, the twins dragged Jezebel off to play with them. They reminded her of Emma; she discovered that she missed her little sister very much.

Jezebel returned to her bedchamber late that night. She stripped out of the dress and collapsed in bed. She was exhausted, but content. She found Highgate very much to her liking so far.

Khaldun woke her late the following morning. She dressed in her travel clothes, which someone had laundered the previous evening. They went to Raphael’s room and ate breakfast with the wizard. The windows in his chamber looked west over the city and the plain beyond.

“Today’s council will be more serious,” he informed them. “There is much planning to be done in advance of Henry’s arrival.”

“Why does Salerna want us there?” Jezebel asked.

“Mostly as a courtesy,” Raphael said. “Although given your recent travels, you’ll both be able to provide some news from the north.”

“What about the watchtower?” Khaldun asked. “As much as I’m enjoying Salerna’s hospitality, Jezebel and I should probably get underway before Henry arrives.”

“I agree,” said Raphael. “I have discussed the matter with Her Highness in private. I don’t think we should bring it up in council. But if you can be patient for a couple more days, I believe the princess will help you get to your destination much more quickly than you imagine.”

“What? How?” asked Jezebel.

Raphael would say no more. Ten minutes later, they made their way downstairs. There was a large conference room across from the great hall. Salerna, Albert, Jennifer, Azure, and several advisers and soldiers were already there, talking in groups of two or three. Raphael went directly to the princess. Jezebel stood by the door with Khaldun, uncertain where she should go. But when Raphael greeted Salerna, Jennifer excused herself.

“Lady Jezebel,” she said with a smile, taking her hand. “The princess has asked me to invite you to sup with us this evening. It’s nothing formal—we’ll eat in the small dining room off the kitchen. She has some business she’d like to discuss with you privately.”

“Oh—certainly,” said Jezebel. “You’re not staying for the council?”

“I leave politics and war to Her Highness,” Jennifer replied. “But I’ll see you tonight.”

She left the room. Salerna called everyone to order a few seconds later, and they took seats around the table. Jezebel sat next to Khaldun, not feeling like she belonged here. Salerna started by introducing Raphael, Khaldun, and Jezebel to everyone else. Salerna’s steward was here, as well as her master-at-arms, her top generals, and two witches who worked with Azure.

“Raphael, I am curious to know your plans,” said Azure. “Will you be staying in Highgate for the battle?” The sorcerer’s voice was surprisingly deep.

“I will,” the wizard replied. “Resisting Henry is my calling.”

“Excellent,” said Azure. “And what about the boy?”

“He has business elsewhere,” Salerna told him.

“It’s too bad the university won’t be sending more help,” said one of the generals.

“Officially speaking, the university did not send me,” Raphael reminded him.

“Of course,” said the general; the others chuckled.

“What are the most recent numbers?” Salerna asked one of her generals.

“Troops are still arriving from some of the outlying holdings,” the man said. “But so far we have sixteen thousand men camped north of the city. Eleven thousand are stationed on the southern plain, including the Elite Guard. Fifteen hundred are garrisoned within the city.”

“And Henry?” she asked.

One of the other generals spoke up. “Current estimates put his main force at forty thousand.”

“Raphael, tell me about his mages,” said Salerna. “Will he bring them all?”

“No,” Raphael replied. “Some he’ll have left behind to guard his homeland. He left sizable forces in the northern princedoms but emptied Fosland and Roses. He has relied heavily on Nineve recently—she will probably turn up here. And Dredmort, of course.”

“And the twelve wraiths,” Azure added.

“Eleven, actually,” Raphael corrected him.

“Did you manage to eliminate one of them?” the sorcerer asked.

“Not I,” said the wizard. “The Lady Jezebel.”

Jezebel felt herself blush as all eyes turned to her.

“I didn’t realize you were a witch,” Albert said, nodding appreciatively. “Tell me, how did you come to face Dredmort’s devils?”

“Yes,” said Salerna. “After speaking with Raphael, I think we would be well-served to hear your tale. Perhaps you should start with your experience in Stiles. I understand you first encountered Henry’s men there?”

“That’s correct, Your Highness,” said Jezebel. She told them about everything they’d seen in Stiles and the way the troops had treated the people. She and Khaldun took turns recounting their escape from the castle, their encounter with the wraiths on the way to Arthos, and the battle with Dredmort before reaching the university.

“Thank you, both of you,” Salerna said when they’d finished. “I think your story will reinforce for everyone here why it’s so critical that we defeat Henry.”

Jezebel knew she was in over her head as talk turned to battle plans. They spent a great deal of time discussing how Henry might cross the river. Salerna was prepared to destroy all the bridges. But the princess informed the others that Henry might be bringing boats from somewhere farther south.

They debated troop deployments, contingency plans, siege preparations, and a host of other concerns that Jezebel barely understood. Raphael, Azure, and the two witches put their heads together to discuss thaumaturgic responses to Dredmort and his wraiths.

The council lasted three hours. But finally, Salerna was satisfied.

“Thank you, everyone,” she said, getting to her feet. “Highgate has never fallen to an enemy since the end of the old kingdom. And I don’t believe it will succumb to Henry.”

The meeting broke up. Raphael went to converse with Salerna. Jezebel turned to Khaldun. “Can we leave?”

“I think so,” he said with a shrug.

They slipped out of the room.

“I’d like to explore the city a little today,” Khaldun said in the hallway. “Care to join me?”

“Definitely,” Jezebel replied with a smile. “The first thing we have to do is find lunch. I’m famished after all that talk!”

They left the keep. Despite Jezebel’s hunger, they ended up walking down to the first level of the city before stopping to eat. People stared at them as they passed, some dashing off in fright. It was clear they were unaccustomed to seeing a sorcerer in their midst. Jezebel guessed that Azure probably didn’t walk around the city very often.

Khaldun chose a tavern near the gate. They discussed the council meeting over ale as they waited for their food.

“Salerna seems to know what she’s doing,” Jezebel noted.

“She does, but the math works against her,” Khaldun said with a frown. “She’s outnumbered pretty badly.”

“True, but look at this place,” Jezebel countered. “It looks impregnable.”

“That only matters if it comes to a siege. In a pitched battle, Henry wins. Although he has to get his men across the Mayne. Salerna’s got an advantage there.”

“And she’s got Azure,” said Jezebel. “I know Dredmort’s powerful, but surely he’s no match for a sorcerer.”

“That’s true,” Khaldun agreed. “Azure should be able to neutralize Dredmort. I hope Salerna wins—I like Highgate. And I’d hate to see Henry take the entire kingdom.”

“Agreed,” said Jezebel. “I wonder what she wants to talk to me about tonight.”

Khaldun shrugged.

They walked around the city after they ate. First, they visited a giant coliseum on the first level. Playbills announced upcoming concerts and theatrical productions. Next, they visited the botanical gardens and war museum on the second level. They tried to go inside the catacombs, which housed the tombs of the ancient kings, but the guard there refused them entry. Finally, they strolled through the central market and stopped to watch a group of street performers. Jezebel thought they looked strangely like the wayfarers. They did juggling and acrobatics primarily.

Khaldun talked to them once they’d finished. Sure enough, they’d been with the troupe many years before. They’d decided to leave and settle down in Highgate. They remembered Nomad and were sad to hear of his death.

After that, they made their way back to the castle. Raphael accosted them in the courtyard.

“There you are!” he said. “I’ve been looking all over for you.”

“What’s wrong?” Jezebel asked.

“Wrong? Nothing—I thought I’d give the two of you a tour of the city.”

Khaldun laughed. “That’s where we’ve been! We decided to take a walk around Highgate after the council.”

“Oh,” the wizard said, looking crestfallen. “Well, did you see the coliseum?”

“Yes,” replied Jezebel. “It was marvelous—there’s a concert there tomorrow night. Perhaps we can attend.”

“I see,” said Raphael. “But what about the gardens—you’ve never seen anything like it…”

“We went there, too,” Khaldun informed him apologetically.

“The market?”

Jezebel nodded.

“The war museum?”

“That too,” Khaldun confirmed.

“How about the catacombs?”

“We stopped there, but the guard wouldn’t let us inside,” Jezebel explained.

“Aha!” Raphael said, as excited as a child with a new toy. “I can get you in—let’s go!”

He strode away. Khaldun and Jezebel followed in his wake, shooting each other amused glances.

The wizard led them back into the city, down one level. And indeed, the guard admitted them into the catacombs with a nod to Raphael.

They followed him through a long tunnel. In the end, it opened into a cavernous hall with a low ceiling. Torchlight flickered on the walls, exposing thousands of human skulls.

“This is the antechamber, where they buried common soldiers in ancient times,” Raphael explained quietly. “They believed that they’d rise again in a final battle to protect the city from evil.”

Jezebel scanned her surroundings in awe as Raphael led them across the room. She couldn’t fathom how many wars it must have taken to fill this place.

Their footsteps echoed eerily as they passed. Jezebel feared they might be disturbing old ghosts. But a few minutes later they reached the opposite wall. Raphael led them through a grand stone archway.

After traversing a short tunnel, they emerged into a vast chamber with vaulted ceilings. Enormous niches lined the walls, each displaying a different scene carved into the stone. Below each vista sat a massive sarcophagus. Raphael led them to the first of these.

“Here lies Gregory the First,” he told them. “He was the first king of Maeda.”

“I’ve heard of him,” said Khaldun. “He’s the one who united all the separate fiefdoms.”

“Indeed,” replied Raphael. “Although under his reign, the kingdom included only northern Maeda.”

“Was he like Henry?” Jezebel asked. “Did he conquer his neighbors and slaughter innocent civilians?”

“History remembers him as a hero,” said Raphael. “I suppose the rulers he vanquished might tell a different tale if they could. But Gregory resorted to diplomacy more often than military might. Although he did defeat more than one warlord in his day—men cut from the same cloth as Henry.”

They wandered slowly past the graves of dozens of kings. Above each, the sculpture on the wall portrayed a critical scene from the ruler’s life. Raphael told them stories of the old kingdom as they walked. Near the end of the hall, they reached a sarcophagus much newer than the others.

“Who’s this?” asked Jezebel. The sculpture depicted a man with a two-handed sword facing a naked woman. Rays of light cast in stone emanated from the woman’s head.

“This is Verus,” Raphael said solemnly. “He was the last king; Nyro killed him herself. The people of Highgate weren’t allowed to give him a proper burial. He was relegated to a pauper’s grave outside the city. After the downfall of the Pythan Empire, the first prince of Highgate exhumed Verus’s remains and brought him here to rest with his fathers. He was a mighty ruler. But none could withstand Nyro at the height of her power.”

Jezebel stared at the ancient necromancer’s sculpture on the wall. The woman’s body appeared lithe and powerful, her face beautiful. She wondered if this was an accurate portrayal, or merely the fantasy of the sculptor—it certainly didn’t fit her vision of Nyro as an all-powerful mage. This representation looked entirely human.

“I think I’ve seen enough,” Khaldun said with a shiver. “This place is creepy.”

“Yes,” Raphael agreed. “I think it’s time to return to the land of the living.”


Chapter 19
Looking Glass


Jezebel accompanied Khaldun and Raphael back to the castle. At sunset, she pulled out her mirror.

“There you are!” Allison said, staring back at her. Her hair was wet, and she was in her nightgown. Jezebel recognized her room at Castle Spanbrook in the background.

“You’re back,” she said.

“We arrived an hour ago,” Allison told her. “I’m exhausted. I decided to take a quick bath and wash the road off of me. How’s Highgate?”

Jezebel told her about the council and her exploration of the city. “I’m going down to dinner shortly with Salerna and Jennifer. But tell me—has the demon returned?”

“It’s been quiet,” said Allison. “I think it’s gone.”

Jezebel wasn’t convinced, but she let the matter rest. Allison made her promise to contact her again when she returned from dinner.

An hour later, Jezebel changed into the dress she’d worn the night before. She ventured downstairs and found the small dining room without any difficulty. Salerna and Jennifer were already there. The princess greeted her with a smile, ushering her to an empty seat.

“I hear you had a chance to see the city today,” Salerna said. “What did you think?”

“I love it,” Jezebel said, as Jennifer poured her a glass of wine. “It’s so different from everywhere else I’ve been. And it feels so old.”

“I know what you mean,” said Jennifer. “I’ve lived in Highgate my whole adult life, but I’m still not used to it. There’s so much history here—I feel as though I’m moving back in time to the days of the kings whenever I walk through the city.”

“I’d like to bring you to the crystal tower after we eat,” said Salerna. “You haven’t truly seen Highgate until you’ve viewed it from there.”

“I hope you’re not afraid of heights,” Jennifer added, shivering slightly. “I’ve been up there once—never again!”

“They don’t bother me,” Jezebel replied, “as long as there’s no chance of falling.”

“The chamber is enclosed… mostly,” Salerna told her. She took a sip of wine. “I must compliment you on your performance today. My advisers were impressed.”

“They were?” Jezebel asked.

“That group can be intimidating,” said the princess. “Yet you acted as if you belonged there. You also behaved with great courage against Henry’s men when you found them abusing that poor girl. And destroying a wraith is no small feat, either. My mages accosted me this afternoon; they insist that I hire you.”

Jezebel could hardly believe her ears. “But I’m a novice! I only know a handful of spells…”

“You’re powerful, and you’re brave,” said Salerna. “That’s what matters most. They would train you. But don’t worry. As much as I’d love to have you, I know you don’t belong here.”

Dinner was served before Jezebel had a chance to question Salerna’s cryptic remark. The conversation turned to other topics. Salerna told many tales of the kings of old. She also shared some of her family history, telling Jezebel about her father and grandfather, and the battles they’d fought in defense of the city. But still, Jezebel wondered why the princess had requested her presence.

Jezebel enjoyed the meal; Salerna and Jennifer put her at ease. She almost forgot that she was dining with one of the most powerful rulers on the continent.

After dinner, Jennifer kissed Salerna goodnight and left the room.

“Your Highness, what was it you wanted to talk to me about?” Jezebel asked.

“Follow me,” Salerna said, striding from the room.

The princess escorted Jezebel to the top floor of the keep. There, they climbed a flight of stairs to the roof. A breeze buffeted Jezebel’s dress as they made their way to the crystal tower. Salerna opened a great iron door and led Jezebel inside. The interior of the structure contained only a wide spiral staircase.

“It’s a long way up,” the princess said, starting the climb. “I hope you’re in good shape.”

“I’d better be after walking halfway across the continent!”

Jezebel discovered very quickly that climbing steep stairs didn’t use the same muscles as walking. Her thighs started to ache, and she became winded after a few minutes. It took more than fifteen minutes to climb to the top. Despite her age, Salerna hardly broke a sweat. Jezebel couldn’t understand it.

At the top of the stairs, the princess opened another heavy iron door. Jezebel walked through and was amazed.

The octagonal chamber was built entirely of crystal. A short, circular table stood in the middle. Large openings along the bottom of each wall let the air pass through; it was quite windy here and cold. Jezebel shivered, wishing she’d worn something warmer than her dress.

But the view was astonishing. The twin moons were nearly full, and the sky was clear. Jezebel could see for miles around. The Mayne snaked away to the north, back the way she’d come. Across it, she could see the fires of thousands of troops camped out under the stars. To the north and south lay Salerna’s army; it seemed woefully small by comparison.

Minutes went by in silence as Jezebel stared out at the landscape. She’d never imagined it would be possible to stand so far above the ground. The towers of Castle Spanbrook didn’t reach nearly so high.

“Tell me, Lady Jezebel,” said Salerna. “What truly brings a farmer’s daughter halfway across the world?”

“How much did Raphael tell you?” she asked.

“Only that you are seeking Enigma at the watchtower. He didn’t say why.”

Jezebel didn’t know why the princess was so interested in her journey. But she found she trusted this woman. She took a deep breath and told her the full story, starting with the encounter with the demon in the Devil’s Wood. She explained what happened with Nomad, and about Aldo’s refusal to allow Myrddin to destroy the monster.

“You must love Allison very much,” Salerna observed with a knowing smile. “Come here. I’m curious about what you’ll see.”

Jezebel didn’t know what she was talking about. Salerna led her to the center of the chamber. She realized that the structure in the middle wasn’t a table. It was a wide, shallow bowl sitting atop a thick base. The bowl was filled with a shimmering liquid, only two or three inches deep.

“What is it?” Jezebel asked.

“It’s called the looking glass,” said Salerna. “The ancient kings used it to observe their lands.” She held her hands over the liquid. Instantly an image formed on its surface. Jezebel recognized it as the same aerial view of Henry’s troops she’d just seen. But Salerna waved her hand, and the scene changed. There were troops again, but the surrounding country was desolate, and the men were on the move.

“What are you showing me?” Jezebel asked.

“These are the forces marching toward us right now from the southern princedoms,” said the princess. “Henry has allied with a powerful warlord. With his help, he plans to destroy my city.”

Jezebel gasped. “I had no idea! What will you do?”

“Don’t worry. I have a surprise of my own in store,” Salerna told her. “But come. I want to see what the looking glass shows you.”

“Me?” Jezebel said in surprise. “But how do I… control it?”

“Empty your mind,” said the princess. “Hold your hands above the liquid and see what you can see.”

Jezebel followed her instructions uncertainly. Immediately an image of Allison formed in the liquid. She was sitting in the bay window in her chambers, looking out across the courtyard.

It was Salerna’s turn to gasp. “What is it?” asked Jezebel.

“Nothing—it’s just… she’s stunning,” the princess stammered.

The image changed. Jezebel saw herself and Allison facing each other, smiling joyfully. They were both wearing elegant gowns. Jezebel was squinting, as if from bright light; Allison seemed to glow. As more of the picture resolved, Jezebel realized they were in the courtyard of Castle Spanbrook, surrounded by hundreds of people.

“Are we… No…” she whispered.

“It looks like a wedding to me,” said Salerna. “Sometimes the looking glass shows you the future. It showed me an image of you coming to Highgate at a time of great need. That’s how I know we’ll defeat Henry.”

“But I don’t understand,” said Jezebel. “You said that I don’t belong here… I’m going to the watchtower.”

“No, the woman I saw in the vision was older than you are now,” Salerna replied. “You will come here again one day—and Allison will be with you. We will fight together to defend this city.”

“So… You know you’re going to win now because in your vision, you still ruled Highgate?”

“Precisely,” said Salerna. “You must find Enigma and return to your princess to fulfill your vision as well as mine.”

Jezebel stared at the looking glass again, but it had gone dark. “What’s it like?” she asked. “For you and Jennifer, I mean.”

“It was difficult in the beginning,” the princess said, with the same faraway look Allison often had when remembering something long passed. “Not everyone approved. But I knew we’d prevail.”

“How?”

Salerna looked her in the eye. “I saw it in the looking glass. Knowing the future can be a great gift, Jezebel. But sometimes it can be a curse. I saw my entire family die. I tried to warn them—I wanted so desperately to stop it. But nothing I did made any difference. Yet the looking glass also showed me my son, and the existence I now enjoy with Jennifer.

“Always in life, you must do what you know is right. You embarked on this quest to save your cousin without a looking glass to show you the outcome. I have no doubt you will be successful. And I think the vision you’ve seen here proves you will achieve other goals as well.”

Jezebel felt like she was walking through a dream as she made her way back to her room. She and Allison were going to get married. It seemed too good to be true.

She dug her mirror out of her pack and jumped into bed. Gazing into the glass, she found Allison staring back at her. She was lying in bed, too.

“How did everything go?!” Allison demanded.

Jezebel told her about her conversation with Salerna and what she’d seen in the looking glass. Allison was stunned.

“You’re certain? We were truly getting married?”

“You wouldn’t doubt me if you saw the gowns,” said Jezebel.

“But… When was it? How old were we?”

“Older…”

“Older?” Allison asked, looking crestfallen. “By how much, precisely?”

Jezebel laughed. “We were still young—we looked almost the same as we do now. Except… I don’t know. I can’t put my finger on it. We seemed more mature somehow, careworn perhaps.”

“Tell me everything—what were our gowns like? Who was there? Where in the courtyard were we, exactly?”

Jezebel laughed again. “It was hard to see much—the sunlight was glaring. You looked ravishing, I can tell you that much. And the gowns were beautiful. They were white and sleeveless with this sort of lace covering the bodice. We were on a raised platform directly in front of the keep…”

Suddenly Allison gasped, looking around anxiously.

“What’s wrong?” asked Jezebel.

“I don’t know—I thought I felt the bed move.”

“Oh no,” said Jezebel. “You don’t think…”

Jezebel heard a snarling noise. Allison’s bed started shaking violently; the princess screamed.

“Go to Myrddin!” Jezebel yelled. It seemed like Allison had put the mirror down because Jezebel could see the underside of the canopy now. Allison dashed out of her field of view. The princess screamed again, and Jezebel could see only a blur of motion in the mirror. But then there was a crashing sound, and the glass broke into several pieces. Jezebel dropped the mirror in surprise. Picking it up, she realized it no longer functioned. She could see only herself in the cracked face.

“Allison,” she whispered. Had she made it out of her room? Jezebel had to know. She ran out the door and back down the corridor, and dashed up to the roof of the keep. The wind was stronger than it had been earlier—she felt like it might blow her away as she raced to the crystal tower. She had difficulty opening the great iron door, heaving it against the wind. Finally inside, she pelted up the stairs.

Jezebel’s heart was beating so hard by the time she made it to the crystal chamber, that she thought it might explode. Pulling the door open, she stumbled to the looking glass. She grasped the edges of the bowl with both hands, bracing herself against the wind. Her hair whipped around her face as she stared straight down into the liquid.

“Show me Allison,” she murmured, trying to clear her mind. An image of her cousin formed immediately. She was standing in the center of Myrddin’s chamber, wearing only her nightgown. As Jezebel watched, the necromancer got to his feet. He walked across to her, clearly attempting to comfort her.

Still trying to catch her breath, Jezebel felt relieved. Allison was safe. Myrddin would find a way to protect her. He had to hold off the demon until Jezebel could find her way back.

Suddenly the image before her changed. It was Highgate—the city was ablaze. The crystal tower in the vision swayed dangerously back and forth. Suddenly it toppled over, the octagonal chamber shattering against the buildings below.

The image morphed again. Jezebel saw Aldo. He was dead; his empty eyes stared up at her. His body was broken, and blood was oozing from his head.

After that, the looking glass went blank. Jezebel panicked. Clearly, the image of Highgate was from the future—but what about Aldo? She tried to see him again, to see anything at Spanbrook but failed. The liquid remained stubbornly clear, showing her only the bottom of the bowl.

Jezebel tried to calm herself. If something had happened to Aldo, Myrddin would have known about it. He wouldn’t have been sitting quietly in his chambers. This must have been a vision of the future.

What could transpire to cause Aldo to die such a violent death? And how far in the future would it happen?

Salerna was right, Jezebel reflected as she again returned to her room, and thought of the image of Aldo she’d seen. Such knowledge could indeed be a curse. Should she do something? Salerna had tried to stop her family’s death to no avail. Jezebel wondered if taking action to avert such disasters would only help bring them about. Thinking about it made her head ache. She didn’t know what to believe.

Jezebel knew one thing for sure, though: this journey had changed her. She’d had the sense, when she left her father’s farm, that things would never be the same. And now she knew this was true because she wasn’t the same. She could never look at the farm or even Spanbrook and not see them as part of a bigger world. And after everything she’d been through, and the visions she and Salerna had in the looking glass, she felt like she was destined to be caught up in events far more significant than she’d ever imagined. She could only wonder what they would be.

Jezebel kept herself up very late that night, fretting about Aldo’s fate—and Highgate’s. She wanted to warn Salerna about her vision at the earliest opportunity. But at least she knew Allison was safe.

Several hours later, Jezebel woke with a start. Trumpets were blaring. Heavy footsteps walked by in the passage outside her door. Jezebel didn’t know what was going on. She could see the sky through her window—it was dawn.

Jezebel slid out of bed and dressed quickly. She walked through the washroom to Khaldun’s chamber and found him still asleep. Once she’d roused him, the two of them rushed to Raphael’s quarters.

“What’s happening?” Jezebel asked.

The wizard was sitting by the window, smoking his pipe. “Have a look for yourself,” he said, beckoning them.

Jezebel walked across the room. On the plain far below, a detachment of troops was headed toward Highgate, directly from the river. The man on the lead horse carried an enormous white flag. A woman rode behind him, her flaming red hair trailing behind her.

“Nineve?” asked Jezebel.

“Mmm,” said Raphael, drawing on his pipe. “I wonder where they crossed the river.”

“They want to parley?” Khaldun asked in disbelief.

“Doubtful,” said Raphael. “More likely, they will demand Highgate’s surrender.”

At that moment, Jezebel spotted a column of soldiers moving from Highgate’s northern encampment to meet the enemy detachment. And she also noticed something strange. An odd-looking bird soared into view from overhead. It looked like a single, enormous wing. It raced through the air and began to circle over Nineve and her cohorts.

The opposing forces met in the middle of the plain. Nineve appeared to be conversing with the leader of Highgate’s detachment. Jezebel wished she could hear what they were saying.

A few minutes later, Highgate’s commander returned to his men. Nineve raised her staff. Jezebel cried out as a jet of fire shot toward Highgate’s soldiers. But something blocked it.

“Look!” Khaldun yelled, pointing to the sky. The strange bird was diving toward the melee. But Jezebel realized it wasn’t a bird. Now it looked more like a man standing on a plank. He held out his hands, and barbs of lightning arced toward Nineve. They hit her, blasting the witch from her horse.

Raphael chuckled.

“What the hell was that?” Jezebel demanded.

“You’ll see,” said the wizard, getting to his feet. “Come with me.”

Jezebel and Khaldun followed him from the room. He led them down the passage to the same stairway Jezebel had used twice the night before. A minute later, they emerged on the roof of the keep. Salerna was there with her advisers, surveying the plain below. Raphael moved toward her, Jezebel and Khaldun close behind. Salerna turned and flashed them a smile, nothing in her face to indicate that anything was wrong.

Jezebel looked out to see Nineve and her men beating a hasty retreat across the plain. Highgate’s troops hadn’t moved. Jezebel could now see a boat tied up on the shore—it hadn’t been visible before, but explained how they’d managed to get across the river. Jezebel searched the sky, but couldn’t see the strange flying object anywhere.

But a few seconds later, she saw something take to the air as Highgate’s soldiers headed back to their encampment. It now appeared to be shaped like a rectangle with a small mound in the center. It was headed directly for them. As it drew nearer, Jezebel realized it was a flying carpet; it landed a few yards away. The mound rose—it was Azure; he approached Salerna.

“What news?” the princess asked.

“Henry demands our surrender,” Azure reported. “There was nothing more than his usual drivel: he intends to destroy the city if we don’t capitulate.”

“I wish you’d fried Nineve,” said a man standing next to the princess. Jezebel recognized him from the council as one of her generals. “Calling fire against our men under a flag of truce…” He spat on the ground.

“The flame you saw masked another spell,” Azure explained. “She attempted to ignite them from within at the same time. No doubt, her true intent was to ascertain my power. I blocked her magic, but my spell was no more than a slap on the wrist. Better not to reveal my full strength until we join them in battle.”

“You acted wisely,” said Salerna. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, everyone, I need to speak to our guests.”

Once the others had moved inside the building, the princess addressed Khaldun and Jezebel. “Henry is moving more quickly than I anticipated. I apologize—I’d hoped you could enjoy Highgate’s hospitality a little longer. But you’ll need to depart right away. Azure will transport you to the watchtower.”

“No—you need him here,” said Jezebel. “We can find our way. We’ll trouble you for no more than a map and some provisions.”

Salerna smiled at her. “The journey is more treacherous than you realize. And it would take you many weeks if you were to survive. No—I insist. Azure can get you there and return before nightfall.”

Jezebel gaped at her.

“Before nightfall?!” said Khaldun. “But that’s impossible…”

“Only if you delay,” she said, walking away. “You have an hour to break your fast and gather your belongings. Then you must meet Azure back here.”

“An hour…” Jezebel muttered. She hastened after the princess. “Can I speak with you, Your Highness? Alone?”

“Of course,” said Salerna. “Join me for my morning meal.”

Khaldun looked at Jezebel inquiringly, but she waved him off. He went with Raphael back to their chambers as she continued down the stairs with the princess. They walked to the same small dining room where they’d eaten the previous evening. Salerna sat at the head of the table, motioning Jezebel to sit next to her.

“What’s on your mind, Lady Jezebel?” she asked as the servants laid out their food.

Jezebel told her that she’d gone back to the looking glass, and described what she’d seen.

“Interesting,” said Salerna. “I cannot speak to your vision of Aldo. But you have foreseen the same future for Highgate that I have witnessed myself.”

“But… Will Aldo live long enough to see me and Allison marry?”

“That’s impossible to tell,” Salerna replied. “I have spent countless hours gazing into the looking glass. It doesn’t show the future often. And when it does, it reveals only brief glimpses. Often I see the same scenes over and over again. Only rarely have I been able to infer the order in which events will take place.”

“But you’re sure the destruction of Highgate isn’t going to happen now, in the battle with Henry?”

“Yes, my dear. The crystal tower will not fall any time soon—that’s one thing I have been able to piece together. You will return here with Allison before that happens.”

“What enemy could possess the power to inflict such devastation upon this city?” Jezebel asked.

“I do not know,” said Salerna. “I have seen many visions of that battle, but none revealed the identity of the attackers.”

“Will Highgate prevail?”

“I cannot say,” Salerna replied with a shrug. “I’ve never been able to see beyond the fall of the crystal tower. That fact alone bodes ill, I know. But the veils of time are closed beyond that moment. Who knows?”

“How can you stand it?” Jezebel asked. “Knowing, but not knowing?”

Salerna smiled. “It’s never easy. But as I told you last night, you must always do what you believe is right. Do so, and the universe will pull you toward your destiny. If Highgate does fall, its demise will serve some greater good in the long run. Of that, I have total faith.”

Jezebel failed to comprehend how she could remain so serene in the face of such a disaster. She ate her breakfast in silence. When they were done, she returned to her chambers.

She’d never unpacked, so gathering her things took almost no time. Her mirror was useless now, but she stowed it in her pack anyway. She met Khaldun in his room, and they made their way up to the roof.

“I feel bad leaving like this,” Khaldun told her. “We’re both mages—we could help in the battle.”

“No. The risk is too great—you’re still unbound. Think of what could happen if Henry’s forces were to capture you!”

“I know, I know,” he said with a sigh. “But I still feel bad.”

Raphael was waiting for them on the roof, talking with Azure. “So this is goodbye,” he said as they approached him.

“It is,” Jezebel replied, realizing it only now. “Thank you so much for everything you’ve done for us. We wouldn’t have made it without you.” She grabbed him in a big hug.

“I owe you,” Khaldun said simply, shaking his hand.

“We’ll meet again, I’m sure,” the wizard told them. “Best of luck in your travels.”

Azure led them to the carpet. It looked much bigger up close.

“How does this work?” Jezebel asked uncertainly. She grew fearful imagining herself falling off of it.

“Powerful enchantments reside in the carpet itself, but flying it is still rather complex,” the sorcerer explained. “You have to call air to lift and steer it, but summon earth at the same time to avoid falling off.”

“Have you ever lost a passenger?” asked Khaldun.

Azure stared at him for a moment from behind his morion. “Not yet.”

Jezebel smiled weakly at him.

Azure positioned Khaldun and Jezebel rear of center, near the left and right edges, instructing them to sit with their legs crossed. He deposited their gear in the middle. Once he was satisfied, he sat on the front edge, right in the middle.

Suddenly, Jezebel’s legs snapped to the carpet. It was as if they weighed a thousand pounds. She tried to lift them, even an inch, but they wouldn’t budge. An instant later, the carpet rocketed off the roof, straight up. Jezebel felt like she’d left her stomach below. They rose higher and higher, and several seconds later, she was looking down at the crystal tower.

For a moment, Jezebel was overwhelmed by the beauty of the landscape around her. It was even more striking from this height than it had been from the tower. Here, the troops stationed across the river seemed insignificant, like ants. The entire earth looked like a giant map, the road and the river, fields and hills drawn out in exquisite detail.

But a second later, she was overcome with fear. The carpet shot to the east like an arrow. They were traveling unthinkably fast, and Jezebel couldn’t comprehend what was stopping her from toppling right over the edge. She knew that Azure had called earth to lock her in place. But she expected their high velocity to overpower the spell at any moment.

Yet she also noticed that there was no wind. Their acceleration had pushed her back when they first started moving, but Azure must have been doing something to block the rush of air.

She turned to look at Khaldun. He was grinning ear to ear, clearly feeling all of her exhilaration without any of her fear.

Jezebel peered back at Highgate. Already it was fading in the distance, the crystal tower glinting in the sun. She looked down for a second, and her fear of falling was renewed. After that, she tried to stare straight ahead.

Time moved on. Minutes turned into hours, and the sun climbed higher in the sky. Jezebel’s back ached, and her stomach muscles burned. She tried to shift to a more comfortable position, but her legs were utterly immobile.

The land grew steadily more barren. Before long, a sea of pale gold extended below them: Jezebel knew they were passing over the desert. The mountains loomed in the distance ahead, a deep shade of purple.

Jezebel wondered if they would make any stops. Her whole body hurt. She was hungry and had to urinate. But they flew on.

As they drew closer, the mountains became clearer. Jezebel could make out individual peaks; most were snow-capped. Rock formations began to grow out of the desert, and rough hills rose before them. Azure climbed higher.

When the sun reached its zenith, Jezebel thought she could see their destination. There was a tall tower nestled between two peaks, still quite some distance into the mountains. They were headed directly for it. Jezebel pointed, and Khaldun nodded: that was the watchtower.

As she stared, Jezebel noticed something strange. There was a disturbance in the air; it seemed to emanate from the tower. It was like a wave on the water, except it had no substance. The air itself was rippling. It was moving toward them very quickly.

Suddenly Azure banked hard to the right and climbed still higher as if to evade whatever was coming at them. But the disturbance followed them. The sorcerer turned the other way, back toward the desert, and nose-dived. The anomaly was gaining on them.

For the next minute, Azure took them on a wild ride. Jezebel thought for sure she was going to fall off the carpet as the sorcerer desperately tried to avoid the disturbance. They weaved and bobbed through the air, climbing and diving wildly.

But it was a wasted effort. The anomaly slammed into them. Jezebel didn’t need to be a sorcerer to feel its power. The magic was so strong it nearly knocked her unconscious. It also canceled every one of Azure’s spells.

The carpet folded in the middle, suddenly a useless piece of fabric. Jezebel’s legs came unstuck to it as she plummeted toward the ground.


Chapter 20
Mountain


Jezebel tumbled out of the sky, falling head over heels. At first, she flailed violently against the wind but soon managed to calm herself. Straightening herself out and holding one hand before her face to block the gale, she looked down. The ground was far away; for a time, it didn’t feel like she was falling.

She knew she was going to die. Remembering her wand in her pocket, she tried to think of any spell she might cast that could save her. Fire would do no good. Could she use earth to soften the impact somehow? She couldn’t imagine how it would help.

Before long, Jezebel perceived the ground rushing toward her alarmingly fast. She couldn’t believe she was going to meet her end after coming so far. Jezebel started to panic; she struggled against the wind again, willing herself to fly.

Suddenly it happened. She sensed herself slowing. A strong gust of warm air rose from below; she felt as if an invisible cushion were supporting her. The ground was still approaching swiftly, but not as fast as before. Jezebel thought she might survive.

The terrain directly below her was rocky. Her most significant danger now was hitting her head on one of the large boulders. She squirmed, trying to steer herself to an empty patch of ground. It was too late; there was nothing more she could do.

Jezebel attempted to land on her feet but smashed into the ground too hard to keep her balance. She fell, tumbling painfully across rock and gravel. But she was alive.

Someone shouted her name as she regained her feet. She took a couple of cautious steps, trying to decide if she’d broken anything. Her arms and legs were bruised and scraped, but she felt like she’d avoided severe injury.

“Jezebel!” It was Khaldun. He was running toward her, Azure close behind. “Are you hurt?” He grabbed her by the shoulders, looking her up and down.

“No—I don’t think so. I can’t believe that fall didn’t kill us!”

“It was Azure,” Khaldun explained, glancing at the sorcerer. “He dove to make sure he reached the ground first. Then he called air for us to soften the impact.”

“Your packs landed close to here,” said Azure. “Follow me.”

“What the hell happened up there?” Jezebel asked as they set out.

“I’m not certain,” said Azure. “Powerful wards enclose the entire land of Pytha. But the approach to the watchtower is supposed to be open, a kind of passage through the enchantments. It turns out they limited the opening to the area near the ground. I tried to counter the magic, but it was much too powerful. It canceled every spell I cast.”

“Now what do we do?” she asked.

“You’ll have to continue on foot,” the sorcerer said apologetically. “I can get no closer. And I must return to Highgate. Make for the pass between those two peaks,” he said, pointing to the mountains. Jezebel recognized them—from the air, she’d seen the tower in the saddle point between the two. But from this vantage point, the structure was hidden.

“How long will it take us?” asked Khaldun.

“It’s hard to say for sure,” Azure replied, gazing off toward the mountains. “I’ve never been there. But I’d guess that you can make the entrance to the pass by nightfall—I saw it before the attack. It’s probably a full day’s march from there to the tower.

“The path is treacherous, but you should be safe if the weather holds. It frequently snows at the higher elevations. If you find the route impassable, there is a tunnel that leads through the mountain. I don’t know where the entrance lies, but it’s supposed to go directly to the tower.”

“Would it be safer to make straight for the tunnel?” asked Khaldun.

“Perhaps. I wonder though—before Enigma, it had been centuries since anyone traveled to the watchtower. The tunnel hasn’t been maintained. This region is prone to earthquakes; the passage may have caved in.”

“We should stick to the pass if we can,” said Jezebel. “I’d hate to make it most of the way through the tunnel only to find it blocked.”

They reached their packs a few seconds later. Azure’s carpet was there as well.

“I must leave you now,” the sorcerer said. “I wish you luck.” He pointed to the carpet, and it stretched taut, solid as a rock. He sat in the middle and shot into the air.

Jezebel watched him for a few moments until he disappeared in the sky. She wandered off to relieve her bladder behind a large boulder. Returning to Khaldun, she hoisted her pack over her shoulder. “Flying was good while it lasted. But I should’ve known we’d never go long without walking.”

Khaldun sighed, lifting his pack. “I don’t mind walking. But the lack of food is going to be a problem.”

“Oh no,” said Jezebel. “You’re right—I didn’t pack any provisions. And I don’t imagine we’re going to find anything edible in this land. What about water?”

“I filled my canteen before we left,” he replied. “If we drink sparingly, we’ll probably have enough to last a couple of days. We should get moving.”

Jezebel wasn’t about to argue. She was eager to put this leg of the journey behind them. They set out across the rocky landscape.

The next several hours were filled with misery. The land became steadily more adverse, the hills steeper. Jezebel stumbled and fell repeatedly. One time she lost traction in the gravel, one foot sliding out from underneath her. She stayed on her feet, but with her legs spread far apart, splitting her trousers. Khaldun laughed at her.

The day grew unbearably hot with the sun beating down on them. Jezebel pulled an extra shirt out of her pack and wore it over her head to provide some shade. They drank little water, only enough to avoid heat exhaustion.

The Anthar mountains loomed ever higher as the sun sank below the hills behind them. At sunset, they came to a rock wall and could proceed no farther east.

“We’re close to the southern peak,” said Khaldun. “If the pass lies between them, we should find it farther to the north.”

“Ugh,” Jezebel replied, sitting on the rocky ground. “I was hoping we could camp here.”

“Let’s try to find the entrance,” said Khaldun. “It can’t be far. I don’t like this place—it feels like we’re being watched. At least if we find the pass, we can use it as an escape should it become necessary.” He held out his hand, helping her to her feet.

It grew dark. They marched for another hour, the moons lighting their way. Finally, they found the path. It was an opening between two enormous pillars of stone. Worn runes were carved in the rock.

“What does this say?” Jezebel asked, running her hand over the bottom of the inscription. It rose much higher than she could reach.

“I don’t know,” said Khaldun, setting down his pack. “That’s no language I recognize. I wonder if it’s ancient Pythan.”

Jezebel sat down with her back against the rock. She closed her eyes, and uninterrupted would have drifted off to sleep within moments.

“You didn’t talk to Allison,” Khaldun observed, sitting next to her.

“I can’t,” she replied. “I never had a chance to tell you—the mirror is destroyed.” She recounted her last conversation with the princess.

“So the demon did return,” he said. “I hope she’s safe.”

“She went to Myrddin,” Jezebel told him. “Hopefully, he can find another way to keep the monster away until we get back.”

“Wait—I thought you said the mirror didn’t work anymore? How could you possibly know that?”

“Oh…” Jezebel wasn’t sure if she was supposed to tell anyone about the looking glass. But she had to provide some explanation. So she told Khaldun about her two trips to the top of the crystal tower.

“A looking glass?! I’ve heard of those—but I didn’t realize any still existed. Did you see anything else in it, other than Allison talking to Myrddin?”

“I did,” she said hesitantly. “Salerna showed me troops marching from southern Maeda to join Henry. Thousands and thousands of them.”

“What?!”

Jezebel shrugged. “Salerna didn’t seem worried. She said she’s got a surprise of her own waiting for them.”

“I wonder what that could be…”

“It also showed me my wedding day with Allison. And I saw Aldo dead, and I watched Highgate burn and the crystal tower fall.”

Khaldun stared at her in shock.

“Salerna said I’m going to return to Highgate with Allison someday. And she saw Highgate burning, too. But she can’t see anything beyond that. Do you think it will happen? Does everything the looking glass shows come true?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “Nomad always told me that divining the future is an uncertain business. He’d never used a looking glass, but he said that predictions like that could only show you possible outcomes. Our actions have the potential to alter the flow of time.”

“Well, I hope Allison and I do wed. But I don’t want to see Highgate fall.”

“Nor do I,” muttered Khaldun.

Jezebel curled up on the ground, using her pack as a pillow. She was asleep within minutes. But she awoke a short time later, shivering with cold. Khaldun lay snoring next to her.

She pulled out her wand and called fire. A fountain of flame sprung up before her. It provided warmth, but it wouldn’t last. She had no kindling, and the spell would fade out as she fell back to sleep. Jezebel stared out into the night, wondering if any trees grew in this land.

That’s when she saw it. A pair of eyes were looking back at her, glowing in the firelight only a few yards away. Jezebel screamed; Khaldun sat bolt upright.

“What is it?!” he asked, groggy.

Jezebel pointed.

Khaldun held out his hand. A tower of flame erupted next to the eyes. The sight before them terrified Jezebel: wolves. Dozens of the beasts surrounded them. The one Jezebel had seen yelped at the fire, prancing away. A few of the others howled.

“What do we do?” Jezebel asked fearfully, holding out her wand.

Khaldun got to his feet. He held out both hands, expanding his spell to a vast wall of flame. A crescendo of howls and snarls burst from the pack as they backed away from the fire.

But at that moment, a lone wolf darted toward them around the edge of the flames. Jezebel pointed her wand and called fire, igniting the animal from within as it jumped at them. Its charred corpse landed at her feet.

Several other wolves moved in from different directions. Khaldun and Jezebel killed four more before the rest of the pack withdrew.

“We should take turns sleeping and keeping watch,” Khaldun suggested.

“Agreed. Why don’t I take the first watch? I’m too anxious to sleep now.”

Khaldun nodded. “Keep a fire going. That should remind them to stay away. Wake me if they return.”

He lay down again. Jezebel sat with her back against the rock, maintaining a large fire between them and the darkness beyond. Once or twice, she saw a pair of eyes approach. But calling fire near the beast was enough to scare it off again.

Khaldun woke a few hours later, and Jezebel went to sleep. When she woke again, she realized that she was starving.

“Is wolf meat edible?” she asked grumpily.

“I don’t know,” Khaldun replied. “I’ve never had it. We can try one if you’d like.”

“Forget it,” she said. “Let’s just go. Azure said we could get to the tower in a day.”

They started up the pass. At first, it was a pleasant stroll. The path was smooth and wide enough to allow two wagons to travel abreast. They covered ground very quickly. But as the day wore on, their progress slowed. The trail narrowed, in many places hugging the sheer face of the northern peak. To their right was a drop of hundreds of feet; Jezebel tried to stay away from the edge. They stopped at midday to take water.

“I don’t like the look of those clouds,” Khaldun said, pointing to the south.

Jezebel turned. A tremendous black thunderhead was moving directly toward them. “Lovely,” she muttered. “Let’s keep going. I don’t fancy getting caught in a snowstorm.”

They set out again. Soon, the way was barred. The path ended a few feet short of a cave in the wall. Jezebel could see it resume again a few yards ahead, but a chasm lay between.

“What now?” she asked.

Khaldun considered the situation for a minute, eyeing the cave. “We jump,” he stated.

“No! That’s ten feet across—I’ll never make it.”

“You misunderstand,” he said, pointing to the cave. “We can leap into the opening from here—that’s only a few feet. From there, we can get to the far ledge.”

“I don’t know about this,” Jezebel said, remembering her fall from the carpet the previous day. “Azure’s not here to save us this time if we get in trouble.”

“It’s either that or turn back and give up this quest,” Khaldun said.

Jezebel let out a long sigh. “You’re going to have to help me,” she said.

“I will.”

Khaldun jumped into the cave first. He made it look easy.

“Throw me your pack,” he suggested. “It’ll be easier without it.”

Jezebel agreed. She tossed it to him, and he set it aside.

“Now swing your arms and push off with both legs,” he told her. “Jump as hard as you can—I’ll catch you.”

Jezebel started shaking, willing herself not to look down. She stood as close to the edge as she dared. Bending her knees, she reached back, swung her arms and leaped.

She jumped so hard that she nearly knocked Khaldun over when she landed. He caught her, holding her in his arms for a moment. Jezebel felt the old attraction to him quite strongly; she was annoyed that his magnetism could arouse her even in a situation like this.

“Now comes the hard part,” he said, releasing her. He walked across the mouth of the cave. The wind was strong here, swirling around the opening. Jezebel stayed behind him, keeping close to the wall.

“If I jump that hard again, we’re going to fall over the edge,” she observed.

“Yes,” Khaldun agreed. “It’s not as far, though. I could step across if my legs were a little longer. Wait here—I’ll go first again.”

“Where else would I go?” she muttered.

Khaldun leaped across the abyss like a cat.

“Easy,” he yelled over the wind. “Throw me your pack again.”

Jezebel tossed it to him, then worked up her nerve to make the jump. She felt stupid—it wasn’t very far across. She knew she could do it with ease, were it not for the potential of falling. So she pretended that she was merely jumping across a stream back at her father’s farm.

Khaldun was waiting for her, his hand wedged into a crevice to brace himself. Jezebel took a deep breath and launched herself toward him. The moment her feet hit the ground, he pressed her to the cliff face.

“Ow!” she yelled, bashing her head against the stone.

“Sorry about that—I thought you were going to jump too hard again,” he said, grinning at her.

Jezebel’s heart was hammering in her chest as they resumed their course. She hoped they wouldn’t have to do that again.

As they walked, the air grew colder. Freezing drizzle pelted them as the thunderhead neared. It started falling more heavily but soon changed to snow. The path widened somewhat but became very slippery. Jezebel found herself practically hugging the rock to their left.

It grew dark. Jezebel was reasonably sure it wasn’t sunset yet, but the storm clouds blocked the daylight. The snow fell ever more heavily. Jezebel was freezing; her feet grew numb. The wind was blowing snow in drifts before them and soon, it was up to her knees. Walking became much more difficult, and it grew nearly impossible to see the path.

“This is insane,” she yelled over the storm. “Either I’m going to take one wrong step and plummet to my death, or the wind will blow me over the edge!”

Khaldun stopped. “We should turn back. If we can get to that cave, we can camp there for the night. Hopefully, the weather will break by tomorrow.”

“You go first,” Jezebel shouted. “I can’t see where I’m going.”

“Thanks!” he said, moving cautiously past her.

They made their way back down the path. Khaldun plowed his way through the snow. It was up to his waist in places; he batted it away with both hands. He tried calling fire to melt it, but the wind was too fierce: it blew any flame he created away from the snow.

Eventually, they found the cave. The snow wasn’t as deep here; the swirling wind swept it away from the edge.

Khaldun jumped into the opening; Jezebel threw him her pack. Making the jump wasn’t nearly as intimidating this time; she knew she could jump as hard as she wanted. So she swung her arms and leaped.

But her foot slipped as she pushed off. She crashed against the ledge, her legs hanging off. She scrambled to gain purchase, clawing at the hard ground, and trying to find a foothold. But it was no good: she was sliding backward.

“Jezebel!” Khaldun shouted. He dropped to his knees, grabbing her arm with both hands. Jezebel held on to him as hard as she could. But her hand slipped out of his grip.

Khaldun grabbed her other arm; Jezebel was dangling off the edge by one hand. Looking down, she saw only snow spiraling into endless darkness. She screamed, squeezing his arm so tight, her nails dug into his flesh. Slowly, Khaldun pulled her back. Jezebel managed to reach over the edge with her other hand. With Khaldun’s help, she swung one leg onto the ledge. Finally, he tugged hard, and she tumbled over on top of him. Jezebel hugged him, crying hysterically.

“You’re safe now,” he whispered.

He held her for a minute while she tried to calm down. Jezebel couldn’t stop imagining herself falling into the abyss. But finally, she mastered her fear, forcing herself to breathe deeply.

“I thought I was going to die,” she said haltingly between sobs. “Thank you.”

“It’s over now,” said Khaldun. “You’re out of danger.”

“I’ve had enough of this place,” she said, getting to her feet.

“So have I,” he replied. “With any luck, the weather will clear by sunrise. We must be close to the watchtower.”

Jezebel looked around the cave. It was dark. Their packs were lying a few feet away, but she could see no farther. Pulling her wand out of her pocket, she summoned a small flame. She walked farther into the cave, surprised at how deep it delved. Looking behind a large boulder, she gasped.

“What is it?” Khaldun asked, moving to her side.

“Look!” she said. Stacked on the floor of the cave was an entire cord of wood.

He looked back and forth disbelievingly between her and the logs.

“What is this doing here?” she asked.

“I’m afraid I have no explanation,” he said. “Perhaps people live in these mountains. If they travel through the pass regularly, they might leave wood here for future use.”

“Lucky for us,” Jezebel replied. She brought a few logs closer to the opening, sat down, and lit a fire.

“Come here,” Khaldun called from deeper inside the cave. “You’re not going to believe this.”

Jezebel joined him. Khaldun had found a large wooden crate. He lifted off the lid. Inside there were jars of dried fruit and meat, and canteens of water.

“A feast,” Jezebel said with a smile, opening one of the jars. She scarfed down several pieces of meat.

“Slow down,” Khaldun cautioned, laughing at her. “You’ll make yourself sick.”

Jezebel paid him no heed—she ate until she was full. Khaldun consumed his food more slowly.

“I wonder how far this cave goes,” he said. He moved farther inside; Jezebel followed.

They walked carefully, as the floor was strewn with rocks. Beyond the provisions, the opening narrowed considerably. Jezebel had to duck to avoid hitting her head. But after several yards, the walls smoothed. The debris on the floor disappeared.

“This is no cave,” Jezebel said excitedly. “It’s a tunnel!”


Chapter 21
Nargûn


Jezebel took a step into the passage. Khaldun grabbed her by the elbow.

“What are you doing?” she demanded. “Let’s go!”

“This isn’t wise,” he said. “You heard Azure—the tunnel might have caved in.”

“I’ll take the chance! It’s better than trying to travel any farther along that cursed path. I almost died out there.”

Khaldun held his ground. “I have a bad feeling about this route. We have no idea who left the wood and provisions—they may be in there. And they could be unfriendly.”

“You don’t know that! We’re almost there. Azure said the tunnel leads to the watchtower. Enigma’s there—I can finally find out how to save Allison. Why delay?”

Khaldun turned back to the cave. “I’m not going in there. If you do, it’ll be without me.” He walked away.

Jezebel stood there for a moment in disbelief. But she had no desire to journey alone. She walked back into the cave herself and sat next to Khaldun by the fire. They stayed motionless for a long while, staring out at the falling snow.

“You know,” said Jezebel quietly, “this whole quest may be for nothing.”

“What do you mean?”

“We don’t know for a fact that Enigma can help us banish a demon.”

“That’s true. But you were aware of that from the beginning. If anyone possesses the knowledge, it’ll be him. Have faith, Jez.”

Jezebel took a deep breath. “I know. But if he doesn’t have the answer, maybe I’ll take Allison and move far away. The thing didn’t follow her on the tour of the princedom. I can’t bear to stand by and watch her endure this.”

“You truly love her, don’t you?”

“I do. I don’t think I realized it until this ordeal began. But when I saw the vision of our wedding, I knew beyond any doubt that was what I wanted.”

“We’re going to have a long journey back, whatever happens with Enigma.”

Jezebel sighed. “Indeed. I wish we had a flying carpet. I wonder what’s happening in Highgate.”

Khaldun could only shrug.

They chatted a little longer before Khaldun drifted off to sleep. As Jezebel sat there alone, staring out from the top of the world, she wondered how her journey would end.

In the morning, she woke to find Khaldun standing over her. He was gazing out of the cave, shading his eyes. Jezebel stretched and yawned. She sat up to look outside and was nearly blinded. The world had turned white. Everything was buried under the snow; the morning sun glared off of it.

“It seems our decision has been made for us,” Khaldun observed. “There’s no way we can continue through the pass.”

“Good,” Jezebel muttered, lying down again.

They ate a light breakfast and stowed some of the food and water in their packs. Khaldun went back to the mouth of the cave for one last look outside.

“Nomad knew spells to help navigate on cloudy, moonless nights,” he said. “I wish I’d learned them—they could be helpful where we’re going.”

“Azure said the tunnel leads to the watchtower,” said Jezebel. “Why do we need to navigate?”

Khaldun didn’t answer. They set out down the tunnel. Jezebel took the lead this time, conjuring a small flame in front of her. The shaft was straight and narrow; it was also warm and stuffy. Jezebel’s body soon ached from walking partially crouched. But eventually, the tunnel ended, intersecting with another that was wider and higher.

“Maybe you were right,” said Jezebel. “Which way?”

“Definitely to the right,” Khaldun replied. “We still have to go farther east.”

Jezebel moved into the darkness. It felt good to straighten up. And there was a cool breeze here—it was faint, but she found it refreshing.

The two of them walked for what seemed like hours. They crossed intersecting tunnels several times, but their passage made no turns. At one point, the rock wall to their right disappeared, revealing an open chasm. Recalling her brush with disaster the day before, Jezebel stayed as far from the edge as possible. But Khaldun peered over the brink. He called fire, then staggered back a second later.

“What is it?” Jezebel asked.

“A bottomless pit, it would seem,” he said. “It made me dizzy to look into such deep darkness.”

After that, they both avoided the edge. Before long, much to Jezebel’s relief, the wall reappeared. The tunnel grew wider and started twisting and turning through the mountain.

Suddenly Jezebel stopped; Khaldun walked right into her.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

She shushed him, listening intently. She’d heard something up ahead but wasn’t sure what. Everything was silent now.

“Let’s go a little slower,” Jezebel suggested. “I don’t want to walk into anything unpleasant.”

They moved ahead, but within seconds she stopped again. This time the noise persisted.

“Voices,” Khaldun whispered.

Jezebel nodded; the sound ceased.

They proceeded very cautiously. Jezebel held a tiny flame in front of her, barely enough to see anything. They heard the voices again, directly ahead. A minute later, they emerged into a large chamber. Some sort of stone structure stood in the center. The voices were louder here, echoing off the walls. They crept across the room, ready for anything.

Suddenly a figure appeared in front of them. Another moved into view beside it. They were somewhat shorter than Jezebel and quite stout. If they didn’t have eyes and beards and weren’t walking, she might have mistaken them for rocks. Their faces and bare chests were craggy and gray, as if they’d grown out of the mountain.

“Hello,” Khaldun called out.

The two figures froze, regarding them apprehensively. They looked as surprised as Jezebel felt. The two of them yammered in some foreign tongue, approaching slowly.

“We don’t understand you,” Khaldun said, holding his hands in front of him in a gesture of peace.

The two creatures shouted at them, gesticulating wildly.

“This isn’t going so well,” Jezebel observed, holding her wand tight. She had unintentionally grown her flame quite large.

“We’re looking for the watchtower,” Khaldun said slowly. “We mean you no harm.”

One of the figures drew a sword. Jezebel called fire and ignited his trousers. The other creature batted at his comrade’s legs, putting out the flames. Then he drew a long dagger, and the two of them advanced on Khaldun and Jezebel.

This time, Khaldun summoned earth, knocking the creatures back. They charged again, and Jezebel called a wall of flames. The pair turned and ran. Jezebel canceled her spell.

“What were they?” she asked.

“Dwarves, I think,” said Khaldun.

“Dwarves?! I had a hard enough time believing that elves were real. I’m still not sure about dragons—and now you’re telling me that dwarves truly exist? I feel like I’ve woken up in some strange fairy tale!”

Khaldun shrugged. “They weren’t human—I don’t know what else they could’ve been. But that might explain who left the provisions in the cave. And in any case, they’ve decided our course for us.”

“What do you mean?” asked Jezebel.

Khaldun pointed across the chamber. For the first time, Jezebel realized that two separate tunnels led out of it, both in the same general direction.

“The dwarves went to the left. Therefore I think it would be best if we stayed to the right.”

“Good idea,” Jezebel agreed.

They walked into the tunnel. In a few yards, it opened up, much broader and taller. And it sloped gently downward.

“Azure was wrong,” said Jezebel.

“How so?”

“He said that the tunnel led directly to the tower as if there were only one. Who do you think built all of this?”

“I don’t know,” said Khaldun. “It feels ancient, though. The watchtowers were built after the fall of the Pythan Empire—I wouldn’t be surprised if these tunnels were just as old.”

“Could it have been the dwarves?”

“Perhaps. I don’t know much about them.”

They walked for at least another hour. The passage grew larger twice more; it was now as wide as the Castle Spanbrook’s Great Hall. But suddenly Jezebel stopped—she heard noises again, far ahead.

“What is that?” she whispered.

“I think we’re in trouble,” said Khaldun. “I hear voices—lots of them. It sounds as if a whole host is marching toward us.”

A moment later, Jezebel noticed a flickering light far down the passage. “Should we go back?”

“No—but we might be able to hide,” Khaldun said, pointing to the far edge of the tunnel. There was an opening there. Jezebel ran, Khaldun right behind her.

Several yards inside the passage, they found a chamber to the left. There was another opening across the room and a circular stone structure in the middle. Jezebel realized it was a well. They ran behind it, hiding from view.

The noise in the central passage grew steadily louder. Jezebel heard angry voices shouting commands. Soon it sounded like they were passing by. The din started to die down again. But then Jezebel heard two distinct voices much closer. Someone was coming down the side passage. Jezebel held her breath, her heart hammering madly.

A light shone into the chamber, casting a shadow of the well on the wall. The voice shouted something and moved on. The light disappeared.

“They’re searching for us,” Khaldun whispered. “We need to get out of here.”

He crept through the far doorway, Jezebel behind him. There was a narrow staircase leading down. Khaldun walked only a few steps before he stopped. He turned to face Jezebel, fear in his eyes. Jezebel heard voices from below, approaching fast.

“Quick,” said Khaldun, “back into the main tunnel. I’ll make us invisible.”

But the moment they stepped into the chamber, two dwarves walked in from the other side. They were wearing strangely iridescent armor and helmets and brandishing swords.

“Damn!” shouted Jezebel, pointing her wand. She called earth, trying to knock them back. But nothing happened. She summoned a wall of fire instead, but the flames vanished when the dwarves walked through them.

Khaldun flung out one arm, calling fire himself—Jezebel knew he’d tried to ignite them from within. The spell failed.

At that moment, dwarves emerged from the stairway. They grabbed Khaldun and Jezebel, snatched Jezebel’s wand, and shoved them into the wall. They confiscated their packs. One of them yanked Jezebel’s arms behind her back. She felt her wrists being tied together with coarse rope.

The dwarves forced them roughly from the chamber, shouting at them in their guttural language. Out in the central passage, Jezebel saw hundreds of the creatures waiting for them. She’d thought that Khaldun might be able to free them using magic, but that hope disappeared.

Their captors directed them to the very center of the group. They started marching in one enormous column deeper into the mountain.

“I’m scared,” said Jezebel. “What are they going to do with us?”

One of the dwarves struck her in the back of the head before Khaldun could respond. He looked at her apologetically.

They walked for only a short time, passing into a massive hall. An enormous bonfire was burning in the middle. Hundreds of dwarves were gathered here, sitting on benches at long, low tables. It appeared they’d walked into the middle of a great feast. An uproar arose when their captors pushed Khaldun and Jezebel to the front of the room.

There, sitting on a rock throne upon a dais, sat a fat old dwarf. He was wearing a golden crown. As they approached, he addressed them in the common tongue.

“How dare you enter my kingdom uninvited! Who are you?”

“Please, sir, I’m Jezebel of Spanbrook, and this is Khaldun. We’re trying to get to the watchtower. We meant no disrespect—we weren’t aware… Well, we didn’t know you existed.”

The dwarf stared at her for a moment. Then he laughed, deep and slow. “We have existed here since before men invaded this land from over the sea. Who do you think constructed this magnificent realm? Men have never possessed such skill.”

“We apologize again, Your Highness, but we must get to the watchtower,” said Khaldun. “We have urgent business with the sorcerer who resides there. What do you plan to do with us?”

The dwarf laughed again, more softly this time. “I plan nothing. I will bring you to Nargûn. He can do with you as he pleases.”

“Nargûn?” Jezebel asked apprehensively. “Who is that?”

The king waved them off. The other dwarves pulled them away, toward the bonfire. There, they tied Jezebel to an iron stake, Khaldun to another nearby. Jezebel could feel the heat emanating from behind her; she started to sweat. A group of dwarves was seated at one of the tables immediately before her, ogling her as they ate. She couldn’t tell what kind of food was on their plates, but it looked slimy and disgusting.

Time dragged on, and Jezebel grew steadily less comfortable. The heat from the bonfire was overwhelming. The dwarves seemed to drink more than they ate. Soon they broke out in song. A few of those close to Jezebel fell off their benches, apparently intoxicated.

Finally, the king rose to his feet. He addressed the gathering, shouting harshly. The others cheered, raising their mugs to him. It appeared that the feast was over because all across the room, the dwarves started getting to their feet and wandering off. A few minutes later, Jezebel and Khaldun were left alone, except for guards standing sentinel at each of the exits.

“This feels oddly familiar,” Khaldun observed wryly.

“Yes, but at least we’re clothed this time.”

“I think I’d prefer to be naked,” said Khaldun. “It’s hotter than hell in here.”

“So who’s this Nargûn they’re bringing us to?”

“I don’t know,” he replied. “But I don’t like the sound of him. With our luck, he’ll be the torture master.”

“Why didn’t our spells work against them? They were perfectly effective against the two we met earlier.”

“It was their armor,” said Khaldun. “It repels magic somehow. I’ve never heard of such a thing—I didn’t know it was possible.”

They stood there for a long time. Jezebel thought that hours must have passed. She was sweating so badly that her clothes were drenched. Her eyes burned from the sweat dripping into them.

The king returned with several other dwarves. Jezebel counted eight. One of them had their packs; another was playing with Jezebel’s wand.

“Thieves!” the king yelled.

“What?” asked Jezebel. “We’ve stolen nothing…”

One of the dwarves opened her pack, reached inside, and threw dried meat and fruit at her.

“You had no right to take those provisions. We left them for our scouts, not for filth like you. Nargûn will hear about this. You will go to him now.”

“Who is Nargûn?” Jezebel demanded.

“We bring him intruders. He questions them. The last few who entered here were thrown from the mountain.”

The king turned and strode from the room. The dwarves untied them from the stakes but left their arms bound behind their backs. Jezebel struggled, but one of the dwarves pressed a knife to her throat, shouting at her. She held still. They escorted them out of the chamber; the dwarf with Jezebel’s wand led the way.

They walked along a low, narrow passage. Jezebel had to crouch, which was awkward with her hands tied behind her. The tunnel took many turns, sometimes angling sharply upwards.

Suddenly, Khaldun shouted a spell—he had called fire. Jezebel turned to see that he’d burned off his ropes. He held out his hand, calling earth against the nearest dwarf. It had no effect. Instead, he grabbed the creature and threw him to the ground.

“Free me!” Jezebel yelled.

Khaldun summoned fire again; Jezebel felt the ropes ignite on her wrists and disappear. She shoved one of the dwarves into his companion, knocking them both over. Khaldun and Jezebel ran up the tunnel.

But they hadn’t gone more than thirty feet before two dwarves stepped out of a chamber in front of them. Jezebel stopped short. Khaldun called air, creating a gale in the tunnel before them. It didn’t help. The dwarves moved directly toward them.

Jezebel turned around to flee, but the others were approaching from the rear. They were trapped. One of the dwarves grabbed her, wrenching her arms behind her back. Another did the same to Khaldun. They marched them up the passage.

“Nice try,” Jezebel murmured. Her dwarf kicked her.

They walked for five more minutes. The tunnel widened significantly. They reached two massive iron doors, towering over Jezebel’s head. The lead dwarf banged on the metal. Nothing happened. He tried again. This time, there was a clanging noise within. The doors opened slowly outward, seemingly of their own accord.

The dwarves pushed Khaldun and Jezebel through the entrance. Inside was a chamber that looked nothing like the tunnels. The walls and floor were constructed of glossy blocks of black stone with white mortar. The room was big and square and totally empty.

“Nargûn!” the dwarf called out. He sounded nervous, his eyes darting around the chamber.

Suddenly a figure walked through the opposite wall. He was slimmer than their captors but no taller. He wore black robes, a hood hanging low over his head. The lead dwarf spoke to him, an apologetic note in his voice.

Nargûn cast back his hood, revealing a craggy face and short beard. He spoke to the others. Jezebel didn’t understand a word he said, but it sounded like he was questioning them.

The dwarf with Jezebel’s wand babbled at him. He sounded afraid. When he’d finished, everyone stood in silence, awaiting Nargûn’s response.

Finally, Nargûn spoke, and his words sounded like commands. The dwarves dropped their packs and Jezebel’s wand and scurried from the room. The giant iron doors closed behind them.

“What are you doing here?” Nargûn demanded in the common tongue.

“I am Jezebel of Spanbrook,” she said nervously. “And this is Khaldun of the wayfarers. We’re trying to get to the watchtower. We need to see the sorcerer, Enigma…”

Suddenly Nargûn transformed. He grew somewhat taller; his hair and beard disappeared along with his robes, and his skin turned golden.

“You have found him.”


Chapter 22
Old Ones


“Enigma!” Khaldun said in astonishment.

Jezebel felt waves of power emanating from this man as if his very body exuded the magical force. It was similar to what she’d felt around Nomad and Azure, only much more powerful. He was wearing only loose-fitting black trousers, tied about his waist; the red and black rune tattoos that covered his entire body glowed faintly. They seemed to move about on his skin unless she focused on one—then it didn’t appear to move at all.

“It’s good to see you again,” Enigma said. “And Lady Jezebel. I’ve been expecting you—I wondered when you would turn up.”

“You have? Why?”

“Tell me, how is Nomad?” Enigma asked, ignoring Jezebel’s question. “And why has he allowed you to travel here, unbound?”

“I’m sorry, sir,” Khaldun replied, bowing his head. “Nomad is dead.”

Enigma stared at him in shock for a moment. “I’m so sorry for your loss. Clearly, there is a story here. Come upstairs, and we can talk.” He turned and strode from the chamber, disappearing into the wall.

Jezebel looked at Khaldun in confusion, but he merely followed Enigma. He passed right through the wall. She walked up to the place where he’d vanished and ran her hand along the strange bricks. They felt quite solid. She thought back to the very first day Khaldun had shown her magic, making a cat appear out of nowhere. Jezebel knew this, too, was an illusion. Closing her eyes, she stepped forward.

She found herself in a long passage constructed of the same material as the chamber. Enigma and Khaldun were up ahead; she ran to catch up.

“What is this place?” she asked.

“The elves built it,” Enigma said, “to connect the watchtower to the tunnels. I traveled this way when I first came here.”

“Azure told us there was a tunnel,” said Khaldun. “We discovered it by accident—there was a storm, and the pass was too treacherous.”

“Yes, come winter, the tunnels provide the only access,” Enigma said.

“The dwarves seemed afraid of you,” Jezebel observed. “Who do they think you are?”

Enigma chuckled. “Nargûn was an ancient wizard among their people. Mages are rare in their race, but he was one of the strongest. I came here by stealth, avoiding contact with them at first. But I needed their help. I met with their king, disguised as one of them. I convinced him that I was Nargûn returned to life. They agreed to bring intruders to me.”

“The king mentioned that you threw the last invaders from the mountain,” said Khaldun. “Is that true?”

Enigma grunted. “Henry’s men.”

“What were they doing here?” asked Jezebel.

“We’ll get to that,” Enigma muttered.

“The dwarves’ armor seemed to repel magic,” said Khaldun. “How is that possible?”

“The spells are ancient and powerful,” Enigma replied. “But you’ll be able to cancel them when you come into your full power. Nyro gave the dwarves that armor in the early days of the empire. It helped them defeat enemy mages.”

“The dwarves worked with Nyro?!” Khaldun asked.

“Indeed,” said Enigma. “They’re little more than a drunken rabble now. But their civilization reached its greatest height in Nyro’s time. She enticed them to join the cause—they helped defeat Kong. Sadly that conflict nearly wiped them out, reducing their kingdom to a mere shadow of its former self.”

“Forgive me,” said Jezebel, “but Raphael told us that records of those days were destroyed. How do you know all of this?”

“We’ll get to that, too,” he replied. “I promise.”

They reached the end of the passage. Enigma held his hand to the wall and the bricks dissolved into nothingness. They entered a small chamber with a spiral staircase. The wall reconstituted behind them.

Enigma led the way up several flights of stairs. They emerged into a large circular room, built from the same glossy black bricks as the passage below. A fire was burning on an enormous hearth. There was a giant iron door directly across from that, and narrow window slits at intervals along the wall. A strange light flickered outside, casting purple shadows on the walls. The center of the room was sunken slightly, containing deep sofas and chairs. A low table sat in the middle.

“Welcome to the watchtower,” Enigma said. “Come, sit with me and tell me your tale.”

They stepped into the sunken area. They sat down, and Enigma poured them coffee in heavy mugs. Jezebel and Khaldun took turns telling their story, starting with Jezebel’s foray into the Devil’s Wood.

Once they’d finished, Enigma sat quietly for a few minutes, taking everything in. Suddenly he cracked a smile. “So you two must be lovers,” he observed.

Jezebel felt herself blush. “Former lovers,” she said. “It was our first time when Khaldun transformed.”

“I see,” Enigma replied with a nod. “I can still recall my metamorphosis—I was with a young wayfarer girl, as a matter of fact. Oh, she was beautiful. I’d never been with a woman before, but she was quite experienced. Yet I have to say that I don’t think she was prepared for what happened that night! She ran from the tent, screaming her head off.”

Jezebel giggled; Khaldun looked embarrassed.

“But tell me,” Enigma continued, “your cousin, Princess Allison—she’d never experienced a haunting before you used the spirit board at… Rockhedge, was it?”

“No, sir,” said Jezebel.

“And why did you two attempt to contact the spirit world?”

“Allison wanted to talk to her mother,” Jezebel said.

“Ah,” Enigma replied with a knowing smile. “I remember Leda well. She was a kind woman. Her death was tragic—it was a heavy blow to Aldo. I understand that her mind went in the end; she no longer recognized her family. Is that true?”

Jezebel nodded. “It was horrible. Allison was devastated—she and her mother were always very close.”

“You said that Myrddin believed the demon from Rockhedge followed Allison back to the castle?”

“That’s correct,” she said. “The first incident took place very soon after we went into Devil’s Wood; it made sense that it would be the same spirit.”

“I agree,” Enigma said, nodding. “Nomad possessed a ring—it would have looked identical to this.” He held up his hand. “Was he wearing it when the demon possessed him?”

“Yes,” said Khaldun. “He always wore it—but it didn’t protect him from the demon.”

“What became of the ring?” Enigma asked.

“I took it,” said Khaldun.

“Why aren’t you wearing it?”

“I didn’t see the point,” Khaldun said. “It failed Nomad…”

“It doesn’t guarantee protection,” said Enigma. “But it works in most cases. You should put it on—especially here. You’ve still got it, haven’t you?”

“I do,” Khaldun muttered. He rose from his seat and fetched his pack. Rummaging around inside of it for a minute, he retrieved the ring. He put it on his finger and retook his seat.

“Now… You say Myrddin explained to Aldo that sorcerers are particularly susceptible to possession, but Aldo ordered Nomad’s murder anyway?”

“He was distraught,” Jezebel said. “The idea of his daughter being raped… It was too much for him.”

Enigma shook his head. “Tragedy begets tragedy, it seems. I can understand Aldo’s turmoil, but that’s a shame. Nomad was a great man.”

“He was,” Khaldun agreed. “I miss him terribly.”

“After Aldo forbade Myrddin from attempting the banishment, was the necromancer at least able to keep the demon away?” Enigma asked.

“Not completely,” said Jezebel. “Whatever he did worked for a time, but the demon returned. Allison joined her father on a tour of the princedom, and that seemed to do the trick—the demon didn’t follow. But it came back as soon as she returned to the castle.”

“That’s not surprising,” Enigma said. “It would have been difficult for the demon to track your cousin.”

“I’ve thought that maybe she and I could move far away to escape it,” Jezebel told him.

“He’d find her eventually,” said Enigma. “When a specter imprints upon a human this way, it learns to sense her life force—like a hound tracking a scent. If Allison stayed in any one place for very long, the demon would eventually feel her presence there.”

“Perhaps traveling with the wayfarers would allow her to elude it,” Khaldun suggested. “They’re always on the move.”

“Possibly,” Enigma said. They sat quietly for a moment. “Well… It seems that our tales converge.”

“They do?” Jezebel asked. “How?”

“Come with me,” Enigma said, rising to his feet. “I’ll show you.”

The sorcerer walked toward the great iron door. Jezebel got up, looking questioningly at Khaldun; he merely shrugged.

Enigma opened the door, and a gust of cold wind blew through it. Jezebel shivered; she hadn’t appropriately dressed for this climate. They followed the sorcerer outside, and he closed the door behind them.

They were high in the mountains now, between the two peaks Jezebel had seen from afar. The sun was setting in the west. The tower sat in the middle of a flat basin. Enigma led them to the eastern edge. Jezebel’s teeth chattered with cold. The bitter wind whipped her hair in all directions.

As they approached the end of the basin, Jezebel gasped. A sea of roiling black clouds extended below them, almost as far as the eye could see; the sky above was clear. Lightning occasionally flashed, illuminating small regions of the clouds from within. Far beyond, near the horizon but above the black clouds, Jezebel perceived the sun glinting off a lighter-colored band.

“It looks different, way out there,” she said, pointing. “Is that the ocean?”

“It’s just a band of clouds, higher in the atmosphere,” said Enigma. “Pytha occupies the eastern edge of the continent, between the Anthar mountains and the Lonely Sea. But the water lies many hundreds of miles away, much too far to see from here.”

At that moment, the ground shook. It felt like some unseen giant had struck the mountains with a massive hammer. The tremor lasted several seconds; Jezebel stumbled from its force.

“Azure told us this area was prone to quakes,” Khaldun said. “I’d never felt one before.”

“That was no earthquake,” Enigma replied. “It was Xythor.”

“What are you talking about?” Jezebel asked.

Enigma didn’t answer at first. He stared out at Pytha, looking far away for a moment. “Let’s go back inside,” he said finally.

Jezebel wasn’t going to complain. The black clouds filled her with dread, and she was freezing. Back in the tower, she made straight for the hearth, holding her hands in front of the flames. Enigma poured them more coffee, and they sat down on the couches again.

“I suppose I’d better start at the beginning,” said Enigma, taking a deep breath. “You’ve both heard of Syllith, I assume?”

“Raphael told us about her,” said Jezebel. “She’s your conjurnor, right? She was one of the governors?”

“That’s correct,” Enigma replied. “When the governors first appointed her to the council, she became very interested in Dredmort’s wraiths. The spirit world is her specialty, you see. She couldn’t understand how Dredmort had discovered the rite to create the monsters. Henry had only recently unleashed the wraiths in his campaign against the neighboring princedoms. So when Syllith requested permission to infiltrate Fosland and investigate the matter, the council approved.”

“My understanding was that Dredmort found the rite contained in texts in Fosland’s library,” said Khaldun.

“Yes, exactly,” Enigma confirmed. “But such information should not have existed there. Syllith managed to embed herself in Henry’s castle, disguised as a servant. Sure enough, she discovered a series of ancient tomes on magic in the library. The books were buried deep in the stacks. Among other things, they contained the spells for the rite of binding. And it turns out that their author was one of the ancient governors from before the rise of the Pythan Empire. He’d been the court mage in Fosland prior to his tenure at the university, and returned there after his retirement. That’s when he wrote those books, and left them in the library.”

“That explains it,” said Khaldun.

“But one of the volumes was missing,” Enigma continued. “Syllith broke into Dredmort’s private chambers and found it. The book contained information about necromancy—it even outlined the spells required for a sorcerer to become a necromancer.”

“Isn’t a necromancer simply a sorcerer with a strong affinity to the spirit world?” Khaldun asked.

“That’s what I always assumed,” Enigma replied, furrowing his brow. “But it turns out that necromancers undergo a transformation similar to the one you and I endured. They do so by choice, so it’s not completely analogous. But the spells do change them.” He pointed to his eyes. “You’ve noticed, for example, that Myrddin’s irises are white?”

“I wondered about that,” Jezebel said with a nod.

“Syllith didn’t have time to examine the spells in too much detail—Dredmort caught her in his chambers, and she had to flee—but she was able to glean that much. And along with the book, she found a page of Dredmort’s notes. There, he’d written down his ideas for applying the rite of binding to two non-sorcerers.”

“And that’s how he created the wraiths,” said Jezebel.

“Yes,” Enigma replied. “But she found something even more disturbing in Dredmort’s chambers.

“We long knew that Henry wanted a sorcerer—he’d made requests to the university since the day he ascended to the throne. But with the arcane knowledge Dredmort possessed, Henry undoubtedly intended to force any sorcerer he acquired to become a necromancer. Imagine Myrddin’s power in Henry’s hands—there would be no stopping him. And in Dredmort’s notes, Syllith found references to the ancient demons of Pytha.”

“What ancient demons?” asked Khaldun.

“Those controlled by Nyro and the Sacred Circle.”

“But the elves destroyed them—didn’t they?” Jezebel asked fearfully.

“That’s what we always believed,” said Enigma. “Tradition tells us that the elves killed Nyro and her necromancers and destroyed their demons. But Dredmort’s notes raised suspicions. We knew that powerful enchantments had been placed upon Pytha. Syllith began to suspect that perhaps instead of destroying them, the elves incarcerated the demons, locking them inside the old kingdom. She returned to the university and reported everything she’d learned—and suspected. She asked permission to travel here to research the matter further, but the council refused. Syllith went anyway—that’s why they expelled her.

“Syllith came here and saw what I showed you. It didn’t take much for her to determine that her suspicions were correct: the old ones survived. The entire land of Pytha was transformed into a magical penitentiary. Immeasurably powerful enchantments lock the demons inside, and keep everything else out.”

“So that earthquake before…” said Jezebel.

“That was Xythor. He was one of the necromancers in the Sacred Circle. He possessed an uncanny gift with earth spells,” Enigma explained.

“Wait,” said Jezebel. “I’m confused. I thought the Circle’s demons were in there. The necromancers themselves were killed, weren’t they?”

“Their bodies were killed, yes,” said Enigma. “But what do you think demons are? They are nothing more than the spirits of powerful sorcerers and necromancers. The elves killed the necromancers, but their spirits live on inside of Pytha along with the demons they controlled. Speaking a mage’s true name is the only way to destroy her spirit and prevent her from living on as a demon.”

“So that’s why they created the watchtowers,” said Khaldun.

“Precisely,” Enigma confirmed. “The elves knew that the demons would spend eternity trying to escape their prison—Syllith learned about this more recently from the many historical texts she found in Highgate. The university should have maintained a perpetual watch upon this land. But over the centuries, complacency set in. The governors who were alive during Nyro’s reign died off, and people forgot why the watch mattered. The university’s purge of information didn’t help matters. Eventually, Nyro became the stuff of myth, no longer a real threat.

“And now we have a serious problem. The spells are weakening. Knowledge of how to restore the original wards has been lost. And the demons are doing everything they can from within to accelerate the process. It’s only a matter of time before Nyro and the Sacred Circle escape their ancient prison and rise again.

“What’s more, not all of Nyro’s mages are here. She possessed many lesser necromancers and sorcerers beyond the Sacred Circle. Some of their spirits are trapped here, but others still roam free.”

Jezebel gasped. “Do you think one of them could be the demon haunting Allison?”

“That’s exactly what I fear,” said Enigma. “When I first came here, Syllith and I opened a portal. We released one of the lesser demons, and I allowed it to possess me. Syllith destroyed the monster. We managed to eliminate three more of them but dared not lure any of the more powerful ones.

“I stayed here to keep watch, but Syllith went to search for those specters who were never imprisoned. Your cousin’s demon is most likely one of those—the ancient power at Rockhedge would have attracted it.

“Syllith went to Highgate first. Buried deep in the library there, she discovered a list of all of Nyro’s mages and the demons they controlled. Since then, she has endeavored to find and destroy them while I seek a solution to the crisis here.”

“But how can you know what Syllith’s been doing if you’ve been here?” asked Jezebel.

“Mirrors,” Enigma said simply. “Until recently, anyway. Hers broke when she fled Roses. Henry has learned of her activities. He knows that she’s been to Pytha, and he pursues her relentlessly. He hopes to find out how to unlock the enchantments trapping the demons.”

They sat quietly for a minute. Jezebel held her mug in both hands, reflecting on everything Enigma had told them. Her sense of dread was overwhelming. The idea of Nyro returning was like something out of a hideous nightmare.

“But why—why didn’t the elves truly destroy Nyro and her necromancers the way everyone believed they did?” asked Jezebel.

“It may not have been possible,” said Enigma. “To destroy Nyro would have required knowledge of her true name—and she’d taken that back from the emperor. Eternal incarceration was probably the best they could do.”

“But you and Syllith destroyed some of them—why didn’t the elves do it?” Jezebel persisted.

“No, we didn’t capture any of the Sacred Circle,” said Enigma. “They are much too powerful—the ones we lured were lesser demons that the Circle once controlled. I imagine that not even the elves were strong enough to implement that spell against Nyro herself. The method requires allowing the demon to possess a living being—attempting that with Nyro would have been catastrophic.”

“What happened to the people of Pytha?” Khaldun asked.

Enigma shook his head sadly. “Of all the secrets Syllith unearthed, that is the most tragic.”

“What is?” Khaldun asked.

“They were slaughtered,” Enigma said. “The spells that the elves cast upon the land killed everyone who lived there. Small bands of refugees had fled during the war, traveling the continent in search of a new home. But your troupe is all that remains of the wandering people of Pytha. And that’s why the university has never allowed wayfarers to enroll there. It’s an ancient prejudice.”

Khaldun was stunned.

“But that’s ridiculous!” said Jezebel.

Enigma shrugged. “I would have to agree. In the beginning, the prohibition was based on genuine fear. You see, the magic ran strong in Pythan families. The majority of the Sacred Circle came from Pytha. The governors at the time of the fall worried that the secrets of necromancy might have been passed on within some of the old families. But the tradition of banning Pythans persists today without any basis in reason. Myrddin is the only necromancer who has arisen since Nyro’s fall, and his family does not come from Pytha. If the wayfarers were harboring such secrets, surely they would have produced a necromancer by now.”

Finally, Jezebel asked the most pressing question on her mind. “Can you help us? Will you teach us the spells to destroy the demon?”

Enigma let out a long sigh. “I cannot. Only Syllith knows them. It was imperative to keep them from me. I had to allow the demons to possess me—they would’ve shared the knowledge if I knew the spells, and that might have enabled them to cancel the magic. We couldn’t afford to take that risk.”

Jezebel felt herself come undone; it was as if something had snapped inside her gut. They’d come all this way for nothing. She had invested every ounce of her faith in this meeting, and now it was for naught. She’d failed: they couldn’t help Allison. Jezebel started to cry.

“Then tell us where we can find Syllith,” said Khaldun, looking back and forth between Jezebel and Enigma. “We’ve traveled halfway across the continent to find a way to save Allison. We can’t give up now!”

“I agree,” said Enigma. “In fact, I was going to suggest it. This is what I meant when I said that our stories had converged. Syllith will want to destroy your demon as much as you do. The last I knew, she was headed to Northcoast. They have an extensive library, and she was hoping to track down more information about the demons there.”

“Well, let’s go,” said Khaldun, getting to his feet and taking Jezebel by the hand.

“Not so fast!” Enigma replied. “I cannot allow you to leave here until you’ve been bound!”


Chapter 23
Binding


“Oh, of course,” said Khaldun. “Can we do that now?”

“That depends,” said Enigma. “When was the last time you ate?”

“This morning, why?” he asked. “What’s that got to do with anything?”

“Internal cleansing is necessary to prepare for the rite of binding,” Enigma explained. “You must fast for seven days. Only air and water may enter your body.”

“But that sort of thing is just ceremonial, isn’t it?” Khaldun asked. “The magic works regardless…”

“The rite is powerful and dangerous. It can prove fatal if not followed exactly.”

“Fatal… I thought this was fairly routine,” Khaldun remarked anxiously.

“I’ve performed the rite a few times, but there is nothing routine about it,” Enigma told him. “I must kill you, tether your soul, and resurrect you. One misstep, and I could lose you permanently. No, we must not tinker with the ‘ceremony,’ as you put it. Fasting is critical for success. Any impurities in your body could hinder your soul from reconnecting to your flesh.”

Khaldun and Jezebel sat in stunned silence.

“I should have realized,” Khaldun muttered. “I knew that Dredmort murdered and resurrected those mages to create the wraiths. And Raphael told us that he used the rite of binding… But I never put it together.”

“What Dredmort did was an aberration of the true rite,” said Enigma. “And as you know, he lost as many wizards as he transformed. In any event, we should put our time to good use. You’ll need retraining now that you’re a sorcerer.”

“What do you mean by retraining?” asked Khaldun. “I know I’ll grow more powerful now, but magic doesn’t work any differently for us, does it? Other than not needing my staff anymore?”

“Strictly speaking, no,” said Enigma. “But you’ll probably find that you need to think about it differently. I’ll show you to your rooms for now—you must be exhausted from your journey. But we should begin your lessons first thing tomorrow.”

“Do you think you could train me, too?” asked Jezebel. “I’m not that good at magic yet—I only know a few spells.”

“She’s incredibly powerful,” Khaldun added. “But only in particular ways. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

Enigma nodded. “I may be able to help.”

Jezebel and Khaldun gathered their gear. Enigma showed them upstairs to the second floor. He led Khaldun to one room, Jezebel to another. The quarters were tight; each chamber was barely large enough for a small bed. There was no other furniture. Jezebel’s room didn’t even have a window.

“I have to warn you,” Enigma said, “you must not engage in sexual activity of any kind while you’re here. Our neighbors feed off that type of energy. It makes them particularly strong.”

Jezebel giggled nervously.

“No, we don’t want that,” Khaldun agreed.

They went to bed a few minutes later. Enigma was right: Jezebel was exhausted. Yet she found it impossible to sleep. The mattress was too hard; it was little more than a blanket stretched over a wooden frame. And she couldn’t stop thinking about the powerful spirits filling the land right outside. She heard the wind howl through the tower walls and wondered if one of them was causing it.

Jezebel lay awake for over an hour, tossing and turning. Finally she got out of bed. Wandering into the hallway, she found stairs leading up. She followed them to the top floor of the tower. There, she spotted a trapdoor in the low ceiling. She yanked a small rope, and it opened; a folded wooden ladder extended halfway down to the floor. Jezebel could see the stars and hear the wind through the opening. She unfolded the ladder and climbed up, emerging on the roof.

Jezebel walked to the edge and leaned against a merlon. Staring over the battlements, she could see the black clouds of Pytha shining eerily in the light of the twin moons. The roiling seemed calmer than before. But lightning still flashed beneath, casting a purple glow.

Jezebel almost thought she could sense the ancient ones enshrined before her. It was terrifying to think that Nyro was still alive in some form. As if in response to her thoughts, a slight tremor shook the ground. Jezebel found it impossible to comprehend the power these necromancers must have possessed. She knew Myrddin was strong but didn’t think he could cause earthquakes. She hoped Enigma would find a way to fortify the spells confining the old ones—or better still, figure out how to destroy them.

Jezebel stood there for a long time, staring out across Pytha. Her fear subsided eventually. She began to feel that her destiny was tied up with this place in some way, although she didn’t understand how. Jezebel wondered if Salerna had seen something about Pytha that she hadn’t shared with Jezebel. But finally, she grew drowsy. She returned to her room and fell asleep minutes later.

Enigma woke her in the morning. As they descended the stairs, Jezebel realized it was still dark out; she couldn’t have slept more than a few hours.

Khaldun was sitting in the common area, looking grumpy.

“You, at least, should have some breakfast before we depart,” Enigma told her with a wink. There was a crate of provisions sitting by the wall. Jezebel ate some dried fruit and meat, trying her best not to seem as if she were enjoying it too much. Khaldun watched her jealously.

“Let’s head out,” Enigma said once she’d finished.

“We’re not going to practice here?” Jezebel asked.

“That wouldn’t be wise,” the sorcerer said, hoisting a rolled-up carpet over his shoulder. “With the current state of the protective enchantments, I prefer to keep spell casting near the wards to a minimum. Take that, please,” he added, pointing to a pile of metal on the floor. Jezebel realized it was armor—a chainmail shirt, a breastplate, and a helmet. As she picked it up, she discovered it was the same type the dwarves had worn but lacked the strange iridescence.

Khaldun and Jezebel followed Enigma out of the tower. He rolled out his carpet on the ground.

“I didn’t know anyone besides Azure used these,” Khaldun said.

“He was the first,” Enigma replied. “He’s got a gift with air spells. He shared his work with me—the magic is clever but complex. I gave my first carpet to Syllith. It proved extremely useful for her journeys.”

“She couldn’t create one herself?” Jezebel asked.

“Only sorcerers can endow physical objects with magical properties,” Enigma reminded her. “And I’m the only one who’s been able to duplicate Azure’s work. Syllith’s a skilled flier, however.”

Enigma took the armor from Jezebel and placed it in the center of the carpet. He instructed her and Khaldun to sit by the edges rear of center as he took a seat in front.

But a few seconds later, Jezebel was still standing there. She couldn’t bring herself to trust the carpet after her last experience.

“Something wrong?” Enigma asked, turning to look at her.

“Some sort of spell knocked us out of the sky when Azure was bringing us here,” Khaldun explained, sounding apprehensive himself.

“Yes, I discovered the wards the hard way,” Enigma said with a grin. “Nasty surprise there. But I’ve had time on my hands, as you can imagine. Don’t worry—I found a solution. I won’t let you fall, my lady.”

Jezebel stared at him a moment longer before taking a seat. She was skeptical but knew Enigma could rescue them the same way Azure had should it become necessary. Enigma nodded to her before turning away.

A second later, Jezebel’s legs snapped to the carpet, unmovable. The carpet rose several feet in the air, then shot around the tower. They flew over the edge of the basin, fast as an arrow. Enigma didn’t climb any higher. His course hugged the landscape; the rocky terrain went by in a blur.

Jezebel realized he was following the pass they would have used were it not for the storm. And before long, everything around them was covered in snow; their passage kicked up clouds of white. They raced down the pass, the mountain to their right, a sheer drop to the left. At one point, Jezebel thought she saw the tunnel entrance in the cliff wall. But they were moving so fast that she couldn’t be sure.

A few minutes later, Jezebel saw two towers of stone rising before them: this was the entrance to the pass. Enigma banked hard to the right; Jezebel wished she’d skipped breakfast.

They went faster now. Enigma moved due north, skirting the mountains. A few minutes later, he turned to the east and climbed steeply. Jezebel was again impressed that she didn’t topple right off the carpet.

They rose higher and higher, finally cresting a tall peak. As they flew over the edge, Jezebel realized there was another basin here, extending beneath them. It seemed like an enormous stadium. As they descended, the other mountains disappeared from view. Beyond the ring of peaks surrounding them, Jezebel could see only blue sky. Enigma set them down near the edge. He removed the spells anchoring them to the carpet.

Jezebel got to her feet unsteadily. Her muscles felt rubbery, and her stomach was still unsettled.

“The trick is to stay low,” Enigma told them happily. “I tried every method I could think of to cancel the wards, but nothing worked. The spells are far too powerful. I fell out of the sky more times than I care to admit. But the airspace directly over the pass is protected, as long as you don’t go too high.”

“Good to know,” Khaldun muttered.

Enigma picked up the armor. When he touched it, the metal glowed white. The glow faded, but it was replaced by the same iridescence Jezebel had seen before.

“You know the spells Nyro used?” Khaldun asked in awe.

“Indeed,” Enigma said, handing the armor to Jezebel. “Put that on, please. The magic is similar to the wards that protect Pytha and the watchtowers, but not nearly as powerful.”

Jezebel donned the mail shirt and breastplate, realizing they were intended for someone wider, but flat-chested. It squeezed her breasts together uncomfortably, reminding her of the corset Allison made her wear. Enigma helped her put on the helmet.

“Wand at the ready,” he told her.

“What are we doing?” Khaldun asked.

“You’re dueling,” Enigma said. “To win, you’re going to have to cancel the protective spells on the armor.”

“And how do I do that?”

“Simple,” Enigma said, snapping his fingers. “Will it to happen.”

“But I don’t know the spell,” Khaldun objected.

“You don’t need to. Lady Jezebel, feel free to use whatever magic you know. Blow him away, light him on fire—but do it like you mean it! Our young sorcerer will only learn if the threat is real.”

Jezebel didn’t feel entirely comfortable with this idea. But recalling the time she tried to ignite Raphael from within, she wondered if she indeed possessed the ability to harm Khaldun. He was a sorcerer now. The way Raphael had explained it, she guessed that would afford him a certain degree of protection.

They began a moment later. Jezebel pointed her wand and called fire—she started simple, merely trying to ignite Khaldun’s clothes. He blocked her spell.

Khaldun called earth, throwing his hand toward Jezebel. She felt the spell, but it seemed to bounce off the armor. An instant later, a wall of flame erupted directly before her. Jezebel walked through it, and the fire disappeared.

Jezebel called earth, throwing a huge invisible boulder. As Khaldun canceled her spell, she summoned fire. He barely managed to block it; the spell singed his ponytail.

“You’re wasting your time!” Enigma yelled. “Deal with the armor!”

“I don’t know how!” Khaldun grumbled, hurling another spell at Jezebel. She didn’t even know what it might have been, but it did not affect her.

They went back and forth for several minutes. Jezebel was enjoying herself, but Khaldun’s frustration only grew. When Jezebel lit his shirt on fire, he reached his limit.

“I don’t understand!” he yelled. “You’re offering me no explanation…”

“You’re a sorcerer now,” Enigma replied. “Feel the magic and take it away.”

“I don’t know the spell!” Khaldun roared. “I can’t cancel it!”

“You’re still thinking like a wizard,” Enigma said. “You don’t need to know the spell anymore. For normal mages, performing magic is like describing a landscape with words. But now you’re a painter, and the force of your will is your brush. You don’t need words.”

Khaldun shook his head. “That makes no sense.”

“You could also think of it like language,” Enigma said. “When you learn a new tongue, you are limited by grammar and vocabulary. But a native speaker doesn’t need to do that—they grow up fluent and don’t have to think about constructing sentences. Sorcerers are the native speakers of magic.”

“But how…”

“There is no how,” Enigma told him. “How do you move your arms and legs—do you need spells for that? No, you just do it. This is no different. The magic is there,” he said, pointing at Jezebel. “Remove it.”

They continued for a while longer, but Khaldun made no progress. Enigma taught Jezebel a simple spell to create a gust of wind. She was unable to do it. But Enigma seemed neither surprised nor disappointed.

“Practice it day and night,” he told her. “Don’t expect results—but don’t stop practicing. Just say the incantation over and over again.”

Jezebel didn’t see how this would help, but she wasn’t going to argue.

They returned to the basin the next day. Neither Jezebel nor Khaldun achieved the slightest measure of success. They dueled for hours, but Jezebel’s armor rendered Khaldun’s magic useless.

They took a break from the routine on the third day. When they arrived at the basin, Enigma taught Khaldun the spells to control the carpet. Khaldun spent hours trying to make it work. Riding it alone, he was able to rise high into the air and creep forward. However, he failed to land without crashing, couldn’t move more than a few inches per second, and lost control entirely if he tried to carry a passenger. Jezebel was not willing to let him experiment with her on board. Enigma rode with him instead but inevitably had to call air for himself and Khaldun to cushion their fall.

Jezebel finally called air on the fifth day. Again, Enigma didn’t seem surprised. He helped her vary the spell to create anything from a light breeze to a gale.

They sat down to eat when they returned to the watchtower on the seventh day. Khaldun’s mood had darkened steadily, and he was barely talking anymore.

“Don’t worry,” Enigma said. “You’ll figure it out eventually. Many sorcerers awake from their binding much more attuned to the magical force.”

Khaldun grunted. “You said that sorcerers don’t need spells, but I can distinctly remember Nomad using them. And even when he didn’t, he often referred to his magic as ‘spell work.’ So, I’m not sure I understand…”

“Sorcerers don’t need to use spells, but that doesn’t mean that they can’t,” Enigma explained. “We can learn new magic by sensing its use or presence, without knowing the spell. But learning the words can sometimes make the process easier at first. And for some of us, it’s just the force of habit. I still use spoken magic now and then. But the word ‘spell’ can also be used to describe the magic being performed, not only the words used to cast it.”

“That makes sense,” Khaldun replied.

“We can proceed with the rite tomorrow if you’re ready,” Enigma told him.

Khaldun nodded. “The sooner, the better.”

“Excellent. We’ll have to do it at the basin—we certainly wouldn’t be safe trying it here. You’ll choose Aldo as your conjurnor, I assume?”

“Or Badru,” Khaldun said. “I didn’t think Aldo would be allowed since he’s got Myrddin already.”

“Wait a minute,” said Jezebel. “How did you know he was considering Aldo? We haven’t discussed that with anyone.”

Enigma sat back on the sofa, exhaling deeply. “Sometimes, sorcerers can divine the future. It’s not common, and it’s not always reliable.”

“Was Nomad able to do it?” Khaldun asked.

“No. He was young for a sorcerer. He might have acquired the ability one day, but he wasn’t yet strong enough. Although Myrddin may possess the skill—as a necromancer, his power exceeds mine.”

“What did you see?” Jezebel asked. “Why did you think Khaldun would choose Aldo?”

“I won’t say exactly,” Enigma said with a frown. “But if my vision is true, Spanbrook will need Khaldun one day.”

“That’s what you meant when we first arrived,” Jezebel said, recalling their initial meeting. “You said you were expecting me.”

“Yes,” Enigma said with a smile. “I foresaw your arrival. And Spanbrook will need you, too, my lady. So we must not delay. We will rise at dawn tomorrow. You should both get your rest.”

Jezebel and Khaldun headed upstairs. She stopped him at his door.

“What?” he asked.

She said nothing but gathered him into a hug. Tears welled up in her eyes as she thought of what he’d have to endure. She didn’t know what she would do without him if he died in the rite.

“Careful, we don’t want to get excited,” Khaldun said.

Jezebel giggled, then sighed. “I’m scared for you.”

“Me too,” he confessed. “But this has to be done before we go any farther.”

“I know,” she whispered. “Good luck tomorrow.”

Jezebel had tremendous difficulty getting to sleep. Although she drifted off eventually, horrible images invaded her dreams. She recalled her vision of Aldo’s death. And she saw Khaldun dying, his body an emaciated corpse lying on a table of stone.

Jezebel woke early. She shuffled downstairs to find Enigma already up and about.

“You’ve got another hour to sleep,” he told her.

Jezebel shook her head. She knew it would be futile. She rummaged through their provisions but felt too sick to eat. After a drink of water, she sat on the sofa waiting until it was time.

Khaldun came downstairs before sunrise. They went outside and took their positions on the carpet. Seconds later, they were flying through the darkness. They landed in the great basin. Enigma instructed Khaldun to remove his clothes.

“They’ll burn to ash during the rite if you don’t,” he explained when Khaldun protested.

Jezebel pitied him: it was freezing. Khaldun stripped, and Enigma told him to lie on the ground. Jezebel saw goosebumps spring up all over his body.

“You should stand back, my lady,” Enigma said. “Twenty feet should do it.”

Jezebel moved away. Enigma did something, and shackles of stone grew out of the ground, pinning Khaldun’s arms and legs. Khaldun looked down at his body, but an instant later, his head fell back. His eyes were closed, and he seemed to be unconscious.

Enigma began muttering a long string of incantations. This lasted several minutes. The sky began to grow bright. Jezebel wondered if the sun had risen beyond the eastern rim of the basin.

Suddenly Khaldun cried out; he writhed in pain, struggling against his bonds. But a few seconds later, he went still. His body glowed with golden light. Green flames engulfed him but didn’t burn him. Jezebel couldn’t understand this—she felt intense heat from twenty feet away.

Enigma called out powerful words of sorcery, and suddenly Jezebel found herself fading out of consciousness, overwhelmed by the power of the spell. She entered a dreamlike state, and time lost meaning. She felt as though her consciousness had become disembodied, and images floated before her, as if she were viewing them from above: Enigma as a glowing ball of fire, passing over Khaldun’s body; flames engulfing the boy, then disappearing again. Hours might have passed, or even days before Jezebel fully regained her senses. Opening her eyes, she found Enigma standing over Khaldun, a silver dagger in his hands, blood dripping from the blade.

The wayfarer’s body lay lifeless on the stone, a puncture wound in his chest. Jezebel screamed and ran to his side.

“He’s dead,” Enigma told her. “The knife pierced his heart. I have to work quickly.”

Jezebel backed up a few feet, tears flowing freely down her cheeks. Enigma knelt at Khaldun’s head, holding his hands to the boy’s temples. A long time passed in silence.

Finally, Enigma stood up, extending his arms to both sides. He started chanting in some foreign tongue. Jezebel didn’t understand what he was saying but thought she heard Aldo’s name in the midst of it. This continued for several more minutes. For a time, Jezebel found herself uncertain if she was awake or asleep. Images again filled her mind that she couldn’t be sure were real.

Jezebel regained consciousness. Suddenly flames erupted around Khaldun again. This time they were blue. They seemed to come from inside his body, but once again, his flesh didn’t burn.

Eventually, the flames disappeared, and Enigma dropped to Khaldun’s side. He pressed a finger to his neck. Looking worried, he touched his palm to Khaldun’s forehead.

“What’s wrong?” Jezebel demanded.

Enigma looked up at her. “I can’t bring him back.”

Jezebel opened her mouth to speak, but no words came out. A low moan started in her chest, and before she knew it, she was sobbing.

“NO!” she screamed.

Enigma waved his hand, and the stone shackles sank into the ground. He moved Khaldun’s arms out to his sides. Standing at his feet, he held one arm in front of him as if reaching for Khaldun’s head. He spoke several incantations. Nothing happened.

Enigma dropped to his knees again, pushing one hand against Khaldun’s chest. The area around his hand began to glow.

Suddenly, Khaldun gasped.


Chapter 24
Northern Hills


“He’s alive!” Jezebel cried.

“Barely,” Enigma said. “We should get him back to the tower. What he needs now is rest.”

He called air, lifting Khaldun off the ground. Slowly he moved him to the carpet and set him down across the middle. Jezebel took a seat at the rear, Enigma in front.

Minutes later, they landed in front of the watchtower. Enigma used magic to carry Khaldun inside, upstairs to his room. He lowered him gently into bed, covering him with a blanket.

“What happened?” Jezebel asked, still crying.

Enigma stared down at the wayfarer for a moment before answering. “I don’t know exactly. The rite was going smoothly. I tethered his soul to Aldo and completed the enchantments. The final step was to revive him. But his spirit would not rejoin his body.”

“But you did it, right?” Jezebel asked, horror-struck. “You restored his soul?”

“Yes. But not the way prescribed by the rite. He may not wake up. Only time will tell.”

Jezebel dropped to her knees beside the bed. She took Khaldun’s hand in her own, sobbing uncontrollably. “Come back,” she pleaded.

Enigma slipped out of the room. Jezebel stayed there for a long time, holding Khaldun’s hand in silence.

“I remember the first time I saw you,” she whispered. “Walking into town with Allison… I couldn’t take my eyes off of you. And the day you taught me magic by that stream and gave me my wand. Who would have thought that we’d end up here? Like this. You have to come back, Khal. I can’t go on alone. Please…”

Khaldun lay motionless, barely breathing. Tears slipped down Jezebel’s cheeks; she whimpered quietly. She would never have made it this far without him. But now it seemed likely that she’d have to go on alone. She’d known him only a short time, and yet they’d grown so close. The thought of never seeing his smile again was too much to bear. She’d give anything to save him.

Jezebel placed his arm beside him on the bed and went downstairs. Enigma was standing at one of the windows, staring outside. He turned when she walked into the room. “Any change?”

Jezebel shook her head and took a seat on one of the sofas. “What am I going to do if he dies? I have to find Syllith and get back to Spanbrook. I don’t know how to do it alone.”

Enigma sat down across from her. “If you can make it as far as Highgate, I’m sure Azure will help you the rest of the way.”

“But I don’t even know the way to Highgate! And I’d have to cross the Forsaken Hills, and the desert…”

“Have faith,” Enigma said quietly. “Khaldun is strong. He may still come out of this.”

Jezebel took a deep breath. She’d hardly heard his words. “And if I do manage to get to Highgate, what will I find? Did Salerna win? I have no idea how the battle went.”

“I can show you,” said Enigma.

“What? How?”

“Come with me,” he replied, rising from the sofa.

He led Jezebel down the stairs. After descending one level, they emerged into an empty stone chamber. In the center, a large spherical stone sat upon a pedestal. It was a cloudy white crystal of some kind.

“What is this?” asked Jezebel.

“A seeing stone of Pytha,” said Enigma, running his hand across its surface. “Look.”

Jezebel gazed into the crystal. At first, it was foggy. But a clearer image began to form. It was the plain of Highgate as she’d seen it from the crystal tower but horribly transformed. Thousands of dead bodies littered the land between the city and the river. Enormous pyres burned at the north and south ends of the field. Hundreds of men wearing hoods and masks carried the corpses to the fires.

Jezebel couldn’t find Henry’s army or the troops from the southern princedoms anywhere. Directly outside the city, she spotted what remained of Salerna’s army. And to the north, she saw another camp. She didn’t recognize the pennants or the soldiers’ uniforms.

“Who are they?” she asked.

“Stoutwall’s forces,” Enigma said with a smile.

“Stoutwall?! But—that must have been what Salerna meant. She showed me the enemy army coming from the south, but said she had a surprise in store.”

“They arrived at the height of the battle, along with Augustine’s sorcerer. Salerna’s forces were in trouble. Henry managed to get his entire army across the river using temporary bridges. Azure neutralized Dredmort and the wraiths, with Raphael’s help. But that kept him busy, and he was unable to assist the troops. Stoutwall turned the tide.”

“They survived—Azure and Raphael? And Salerna?”

“See for yourself,” Enigma said, nodding toward the stone.

Jezebel peered into its depths again. She found Salerna and the mages standing atop the keep, surveying the battlefield. She breathed a sigh of relief.

“Salerna showed me the looking glass at Highgate. Does the seeing stone work the same way?”

“Not exactly,” said Enigma, placing his hand on the stone again. “The looking glass can show you anything you ask to see. You can specify a location, or a person—or even events in the past or future. The seeing stone is more limited. It can only show you places. You must know a person’s exact location to find him. I can’t find Syllith with this, for example, unless I already know where she is. But they can be used for communication, unlike the looking glass.”

“Could I use it to talk to Allison?” Jezebel asked excitedly.

“No, it only works with other seeing stones. The elves installed them in every watchtower. Their primary function was to keep an eye on Pytha. But this one was also used to monitor the other towers. Look here.”

The image in the stone changed. Jezebel found herself looking at another watchtower, smaller than the one she occupied. It stood at the top of a peak. As she looked more closely, she realized there was a crack in the tower’s foundation.

“What happened there?” she asked.

“Where?” Enigma asked, looking into the stone himself. “This is not good—I need to go.”

“What is it?” Jezebel asked anxiously, sensing his alarm.

“Xythor, in all likelihood,” he said, striding from the room.

“The demon who caused the earthquake?” she asked, running up the stairs behind him.

“Yes. He’s the most dangerous after Nyro. If he breaks the tower, he’ll puncture a hole in the spells. He’s gained power as the enchantments have weakened. I don’t know how much longer I’ll be able to keep him at bay. I need to repair the damage immediately. I should return in a few days.” He moved to the door but stopped before exiting. “Supplies are stored two levels down, behind the kitchen. You’ll find bags of sugar there—mix some into a glass of water. Try to get Khaldun to drink it; he needs nourishment. And keep an eye on him.”

“I will,” she said.

Enigma nodded before leaving the tower. Jezebel moved to a window and watched him shoot into the sky on his carpet. After that, she ran downstairs to the kitchen. She found the sugar, a canteen of water and a mug. Once she’d prepared the mixture, she carried it upstairs.

She went into Khaldun’s room and sat on the edge of the bed. He was still unconscious. She didn’t know how she was supposed to get him to drink anything. Setting the mug down on the floor, she ran back down to the kitchen. She found a towel and returned to Khaldun’s side.

She dipped the cloth into the mug, letting it soak up the solution. Then she dripped it into Khaldun’s mouth. Although not confident this would work, she kept it up until she’d drained most of the mug.

Khaldun looked weak and emaciated—which wasn’t much of a surprise considering he’d fasted for so long. But it was more than that. His hue was wrong—his skin was a paler shade of gold than usual. Jezebel didn’t think he was going to make it. Imagining how she’d feel if he died, she knew she still loved him. She leaned over and kissed him on the lips.

It was true that she didn’t know what she would do without him. But not purely because of the journey home. She didn’t know how she’d ever fill the hole he’d leave in her heart.

Jezebel spent most of the day by his side. She went downstairs to eat and to look out the window occasionally. But Khaldun’s condition didn’t change.

That night she returned to the seeing stone. She looked in on Allison. The princess was sitting in bed, hugging her knees to her chest. She looked frightened. Jezebel watched for a while, trying to ascertain the source of her fear. The demon didn’t seem to be present, so she couldn’t fathom what was going on.

She searched the castle for Aldo, and found him in his office, alive and well. Oswald was there with him, but she could locate Myrddin nowhere.

Jezebel checked in at the farm, too. She saw her sister asleep in bed and her parents sitting by the fire. Jezebel missed them dearly, Emma especially. She’d had enough of this adventure. She wanted nothing more than to go home.

The next morning, Jezebel returned to Khaldun’s side with more sugar water. He looked slightly less pale but exhibited no other change. She dripped the solution into his mouth. After that, she caressed his face, tracing his lips with her finger. She kissed him, then sat on the edge of the bed, taking his hand in hers.

“Please don’t die,” she said, tears falling down her face. “I need you.”

Jezebel sat with him most of the day. She found a rickety wooden chair in one of the other rooms and placed it next to his bed. His breathing grew deeper as the day progressed. Jezebel found this encouraging. She held his hand, talking to him for minutes at a time. At one point, he moaned quietly, and she thought he might wake up. But he stirred no more.

Later in the evening, he took a long gasping breath. Jezebel spoke to him again—she hoped he might awaken. But nothing else happened. Minutes dragged by, and then hours, and still, he remained unconscious.

Jezebel was about to give up and go to bed when suddenly Khaldun inhaled deeply again. And then he groaned. His eyelids fluttered, and he squeezed her hand. Slowly, he opened his eyes. The irises were blood red.

“Khaldun!” Jezebel said, crying tears of joy.

“Jez,” he whispered. “What happened?”

“We’re not sure,” she said. “Something went wrong during the rite.” She told him the whole story.

He closed his eyes. For a moment, she thought he’d fallen asleep. But he whispered, “I saw you.”

“What?”

“I was here in this room. I was looking down at the two of us. You were sitting next to me, holding my hand.”

“Yes,” said Jezebel. “I’ve been here almost the whole time.”

Khaldun grew stronger by the minute. His voice returned, and after the first hour, he sat up. Before long, he wanted to get out of bed. Jezebel didn’t think it was a good idea.

“You need to rest,” she told him. “You were dead, and Enigma had trouble bringing you back.”

But he insisted. Jezebel helped him swing his legs out of bed. With one arm over her shoulders for support, he stood up. But he was unsteady on his feet. He lurched forward and would have fallen flat on his face without Jezebel. She helped him back into bed.

“Perhaps you were right,” he noted. “I think I’ll rest.”

“Take it slow,” she said. “You’re lucky to be alive at all—I don’t think Enigma expected you to make it.”

“I wouldn’t have,” he told her, “if I hadn’t seen you. I thought of you journeying back to Spanbrook alone, and I knew I had to come back.”

“Don’t make fun of me,” Jezebel said, poking him playfully in the ribs.

“No, truly,” he said. “I couldn’t leave you like that. That was the moment I forced myself back into my body.”

Jezebel’s eyes filled with tears. She leaned over to kiss him. He pulled her close, kissing her eagerly. “I love you,” he whispered.

Jezebel started to reply, but at that moment, the entire tower jolted with a loud bang. Jezebel stood straight up, her eyes wide with fear. The earth shook again, and she had to brace herself to keep from falling over. After a few moments, the tremors subsided.

“Perhaps we should refrain from physical contact,” Khaldun said earnestly.

“Yes, it would seem Enigma was right.”

Khaldun inquired where the sorcerer was; Jezebel explained what had happened. Khaldun went to sleep shortly after that. Jezebel sat by his side late into the night. Her sense of relief drove her to tears. She couldn’t believe how much stronger he looked, even in slumber.

The next morning, he tried to walk again. This time, he succeeded. With Jezebel’s help, he made it down the stairs. He was famished, so they shared some of the provisions for breakfast. Khaldun ate like a horse.

His condition continued to improve throughout the day. He even tried magic. He was able to cast only a few spells before the effort drained him. But by nightfall, he could climb up the stairs on his own.

Enigma returned the following day. He was thrilled to see Khaldun on his feet.

“Tell us what happened at the other tower,” Jezebel said as they sat on the sofas.

Enigma heaved a long sigh before beginning. “It was Xythor. He’d nearly broken the tower by the time I arrived. I was able to repair the damage this time, but I don’t know how much longer I can keep this up.”

“Won’t the university send help?” asked Jezebel.

“I should be able to persuade them, but that may not be enough,” said Enigma. “No matter how many sorcerers we station here, we have no way of destroying the demons. At this point, Syllith is our best hope. Until she figures out how to eliminate the old ones or restore the wards to their full power, patching holes is the best we can do.

“However, now that you’ve returned to the land of the living,” he added with a smile, “we need to think about your training. As soon as you feel up to it, we should resume your lessons.”

The very next morning, Khaldun insisted that he was ready. Jezebel doubted he was strong enough yet, but Enigma was willing to give him a chance. They flew to the great basin after breakfast.

First, Khaldun tried flying the carpet again. And this time, he mastered it. He rose fifty feet in the air before shooting around the rim of the hollow at breakneck speed. Khaldun descended low enough for Enigma to board before repeating the feat.

After that, Jezebel donned her armor, and they dueled. But it lasted only seconds. She called fire, attempting to ignite his hair. Khaldun blocked the spell. A second later, he doubled over, laughing hysterically. Enigma averted his eyes. Jezebel felt a stiff breeze between her legs; she looked down to discover that Khaldun had burned her trousers off. She was standing there semi-naked; Khaldun had rendered her armor useless. Jezebel covered herself with one hand and demanded that they return to the watchtower immediately.

“Everything feels different now,” Khaldun said once Jezebel had dressed, and they sat down for lunch. “You were right—doing magic is as easy as breathing.”

“Good,” Enigma said, nodding his head. “We should try everything again one more time tomorrow just to be sure. But after that, you’ll be ready to return to the world.”

“We have a long voyage ahead of us,” Jezebel said.

“Yes, you’ll have to tell us how to get to Northcoast,” Khaldun added. “I’ve been there, but I’d never crossed the desert before coming here.”

“I’ll do better than that,” said Enigma. “You can take my carpet. That way, it should take you only a day or two.”

Jezebel’s jaw dropped.

“We can’t,” Khaldun said. “I truly appreciate the offer, but what would you do without it?”

Enigma shrugged. “I can create another. Your need is great—it would take weeks and weeks to get to Northcoast on foot.”

They returned to the basin the next morning. Khaldun and Jezebel dueled, but it was pointless. Every time Enigma enchanted the armor, Khaldun removed the spell and went to work. Jezebel could do nothing against him; she was glad he didn’t disrobe her this time.

Khaldun spent the rest of their time practicing with the carpet. He flew the three of them around the basin and back to the watchtower several times. They loaded their gear after the first trip just to make sure he could hold that in place in addition to passengers. But it seemed like Khaldun’s control was complete.

The next morning they prepared to depart. After breakfast, Enigma walked outside with them.

“Remember, stay low until you clear the pass. The wards don’t extend beyond the basin, so fly as high as you want after that. Follow the mountains until you reach the sea. Go west from there, and Northcoast will be the first major settlement you see.”

“I’ve got it,” Khaldun said, shaking his hand.

“And when you find Syllith,” the sorcerer added, taking a deep breath, “send her my love.”

At that moment, Jezebel had an epiphany. Syllith and Enigma were lovers. They had to be—there was an unmistakable tenderness in Enigma’s voice when he uttered her name.

“We will,” Jezebel promised, hugging him.

They took their seats on the carpet, Khaldun up front, the gear in the middle, and Jezebel to the rear. Once aloft, Jezebel waved to Enigma, and they took off down the pass.

Khaldun didn’t go as fast as Enigma always did, but his control was reliable. As they passed the entrance to the tunnels, Jezebel spotted two dwarves standing in the cave. Khaldun cast an illusion of a giant wolf running up the pass. Looking horrified, the dwarves scrambled deeper inside. Jezebel laughed.

They turned north at the end of the pass and stayed close to the ground. Once past the basin, however, Khaldun rose hundreds of feet in the air, pressing forward ever faster. Jezebel looked back, but couldn’t find the tower or the basin amidst the endless peaks.

They traveled for many hours. But at midafternoon, Khaldun set them down for lunch. They landed in a meadow, surrounded by stunted trees and shrubs. The mountains loomed over them to the east.

“We’re north of the Forsaken Hills already,” noted Khaldun. “We’re making incredible time.”

“How are you holding up?” Jezebel asked.

“I’m tired,” he said. “Maintaining the spells is hard work. But I think I can go a few more hours if we rest here for a bit.”

“It’s amazing that you’re so strong already. You were dead just a few days ago.”

They resumed their course thirty minutes later. The day turned overcast. Jezebel found herself getting wet as they flew through the clouds. Khaldun climbed above them. The view was breathtaking. A cumulus landscape spread out beneath the carpet. The taller mountains of the northern Anthar range poked through the clouds to the east.

The day wore on. But as the sun approached the horizon, Jezebel noticed that something else shared the sky with them. She couldn’t make out what it was, but some dark form seemed to swim through the clouds to the east. It was heading roughly the same direction that they were. But it seemed like their courses would converge before long.

Jezebel struggled to get a more unobstructed view. It looked like an enormous bird of some kind. Khaldun must have spotted it, too, because he headed west and dipped below the clouds. The creature followed. It was behind them now. Jezebel turned to get a better look, and her heart almost stopped.

The beast’s wingspan was wider than a house. Its great ugly head resembled a horse’s with scales. It had four short legs with clawed feet and a long, serpentine tail.

This was a dragon.

Jezebel could feel Khaldun increasing their speed, but it was no use. The dragon was gaining on them. Khaldun rose suddenly higher, banking hard to the left. The dragon followed, pulling up alongside them. It turned its head and shot a tongue of fire at them. Khaldun nose-dived to avoid the flames.

Jezebel realized that he’d probably be unable to block the fire while concentrating so hard on piloting the carpet. She drew her wand, clutching it as tight as possible.

The dragon approached from above, breathing fire again. Jezebel canceled the flames. The beast roared in outrage.

Khaldun swerved and darted violently, trying to shake the beast. Jezebel had a hard time blocking the fire with the carpet flying so erratically. But as the dragon swooped toward them again, she had an idea. She pointed her wand and called air. But instead of causing wind, she canceled it, creating a vacuum directly beneath the creature.

Robbed of its lift, the dragon tumbled from the sky. But as it fell, the beast belched a jet of flame directly at them. Khaldun banked hard to avoid it, but too late. The edge of the carpet caught fire.

Jezebel used magic to put out the flames, but it didn’t matter. The enchantments on the carpet itself were damaged. Khaldun tried to keep them aloft, but they moved convulsively, dropping several feet at a time as the spells unraveled.

Khaldun managed to slow them down, but they were falling. Fifty feet above the ground, Jezebel felt the carpet go limp and knew the spells were gone. She called air to soften the impact but still crashed to the ground somewhat hard.

She tumbled a few yards before coming to rest. They were in a pasture. Khaldun had landed a few feet away, their gear and the singed carpet nearby. Jezebel searched frantically for the dragon. But she didn’t have to look long.

A booming roar erupted from the woods to the east. Jezebel turned in time to see a tree fall as the monster stepped into the field.

“Oh no,” Khaldun muttered.

Suddenly dozens of Khalduns and Jezebels appeared, running chaotically around the field. Jezebel was astounded that Khaldun could create so many illusions at once.

“Come with me!” Khaldun yelled, grabbing Jezebel by the hand. They moved south, weaving around the false images of themselves.

The dragon charged forward, breathing fire at every doppelganger it passed. Khaldun steered them into the trees. Once there, he canceled the illusions and rendered them invisible. The dragon reared, bellowing its fury.

“Now what?” Jezebel whispered. The beast quieted down, sniffing the air. Clearly, it was trying to catch their scent.

Khaldun pointed across the pasture. Jezebel followed his finger and gasped noiselessly. An enormous herd of sheep had appeared out of nowhere, bleating loudly. The dragon turned. Seeing the flock, it bounded across the pasture. The sheep bolted in terror.

Khaldun ran out to retrieve their gear. He left the tattered remains of the carpet behind. Returning to Jezebel, he led them north through the trees.


Chapter 25
Northcoast


The trees here were small and sparse, lacking underbrush. The going was easy. They ran at first, trying to put as much distance behind them as possible. Khaldun kept them invisible and stopped periodically to erase their trail magically.

“Does that spell eliminate our scent?” Jezebel asked.

“As far as I know,” he said. “I’ve seen it used against hounds.”

“Let’s hope it works on dragons, too.”

They kept moving late into the night. Khaldun worried that the dragon might still find them. But hours went by, and they neither saw nor heard any signs of pursuit.

“I can’t believe we’re reduced to walking again,” Jezebel complained. “Horses would be nice. A new carpet would be better. But walking… ugh.”

“We can probably stop here for the night,” he said. “I think we’ve lost the dragon.”

“Sounds good to me,” Jezebel said, plopping down on the ground.

They set up their tent and built a fire. Khaldun made their camp invisible. Jezebel was freezing. Autumn was upon them, and it was much colder here than it had been near Highgate. The mountains had been cold, too, but she hadn’t had to sleep outdoors. She sat by the fire for a while, trying to warm up. But finally, fatigue overcame her. She crawled into her bedroll and fell asleep almost instantly.

She woke to find that it had snowed. Khaldun was outside already, eating breakfast. Jezebel found some food herself and sat before the fire. She ate for a few minutes before realizing that Khaldun looked troubled.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

“I’m not sure which way to go.”

“I thought we were supposed to keep going north until we reached the sea?”

“True, as long as we were airborne,” he replied. “We were going much faster that way—we probably covered a thousand miles yesterday.”

Jezebel snorted in disbelief. “It’s hard to comprehend such vast distances. Especially in so little time.”

“Agreed. But now we must adjust to normal scales of travel. I’m not sure exactly where we are. And it may still be safer to keep going north. We will run into the ocean eventually. But… if we cut northwest, we’ll get there sooner, and be closer to Northcoast when we do.”

“How is that?”

“The northern end of the continent is concave.”

“But going north, we can navigate by the mountains,” Jezebel pointed out. “If we try to go northwest, we’ll lose sight of them. And the last time we tried to cross an unfamiliar wood, we went the wrong way.”

“Yes, but Stiles was different. The forest was much denser there—we couldn’t simply strike out in any direction we wanted. Getting the horses through the underbrush would have been impossible. But here we’ll have no such trouble.”

“I guess you’re right,” she said, gazing out through the trees. “Tell me something… The wards protecting Pytha don’t extend any farther north than Enigma’s tower. Why not?”

“That watchtower sits on the spot where the Mystic Mountains branch off the Anthars. Pytha ends there—Kong occupies the northeast corner of the continent.”

“Ah… Have you ever been there?”

“To Kong? No. The troupe stayed in Dorshire and Maeda the whole time I was with them. I know they journeyed through Shifar before I was born. But I don’t think they ever went to Kong. Nobody I know has been there, at least. They speak a different language in Kong, but I don’t know much else about that land.”

They broke camp and set out a few minutes later. It snowed again later in the morning. Not much accumulated, but it was enough to make Jezebel’s feet cold.

They walked all day, heading northwest. The weather cleared in the afternoon. As the sun began to set, they stopped for the day and made camp. Unlike the first part of their journey, they didn’t have to look for a clearing. The forest was thin enough that they could pitch their tent wherever they happened to be.

It was cold again. Jezebel built a fire and sat close to it, trying to soak up the heat. Khaldun sat next to her.

“You’re not cold?” she asked, her teeth chattering.

“No,” he said with a shrug. He moved closer to her, rubbing his hands up and down her arms to help her warm up. After a minute, he simply held her. She was surprised at how much body heat he was emitting.

“You’re so warm,” she said, turning to face him.

Without warning, he kissed her. It was deep and passionate; Jezebel kissed him back despite herself. Before long, he pulled her into the tent.

They lay on top of the bedrolls. Jezebel felt considerably warmer now. Khaldun kissed her with an urgency she’d never experienced with him before. But Jezebel pulled away.

“You said you loved me back at the watchtower,” she said. “Is that true?”

“Yes,” he whispered, staring deep into her eyes. “It took my death and resurrection to realize it… But it’s true. I am in love with you.”

Jezebel sighed, rolling away from him slightly. “Why couldn’t you have decided that back in Madison?”

“It’s not a choice, Jez. I can’t help the way I feel.”

“I’m still in love with Allison,” she told him. “And I’m going to go back to her. My love for her is the driving force behind this whole crazy quest. I’m determined to restore my faith to her. And making love to you now would shatter that.”

“You truly have made a choice,” he observed.

“Yes. It’s too bad she and I aren’t wayfarers,” she said with a grin. “Then, I could have you both.”

“That’s not a bad idea, you know. The two of you could join the troupe.”

Jezebel shook her head. “Allison would never agree to the idea. And besides, she’s the heir to a princedom. She can’t just go off gallivanting across the continent.”

“Perhaps… But I can’t stop thinking about this. Traveling with the wayfarers might truly provide an escape from the demon.”

“But you heard Enigma,” Jezebel reminded him. “The demon would find her again eventually.”

“Only if she stayed in one place long enough. The troupe is always moving. And who knows. Maybe over time, Allison would grow to accept our lifestyle. Then you could have both of us.”

“I’ll admit, it’s certainly tempting,” Jezebel said, imagining being able to live that way. “But we can’t—Allison’s the heir, and you are bound to Aldo now.”

“Good point,” Khaldun conceded.

“We still have to find Syllith. If she can help us, our problem will be solved. But maybe, if all else fails…”

“It’s going to be odd,” Khaldun said quietly. “Living at the castle, knowing you two are together, while I can’t have either of you.”

They fell silent. Jezebel fell asleep in his arms before too much longer.

The next day they kept moving northwest. Snow squalls came and went, but there was no significant precipitation. They arrived at a lake the day after that, much larger than any Jezebel had ever seen. Going around it cost them a few hours.

For three more days, they kept up their steady march. They stopped for lunch early the following afternoon. Jezebel dropped her pack and dug out some dried meat. She sat down and took a deep breath.

“What’s that smell?” she asked.

Khaldun sniffed. “I don’t smell anything.”

“It’s salty, I think…”

Khaldun sniffed again. “Ah—yes, that’s the sea. I first noticed it yesterday morning.”

“We must be getting close then,” Jezebel said excitedly.

“I think so. We may get there today. You’re right—the smell is strong here. And this feels like a sea breeze.”

Jezebel led the way after that. She’d never seen the sea but was eager to do so. They walked quickly. The trees grew sparser as the afternoon wore on. Khaldun pointed out seagulls soaring high above them.

An hour before sunset, Jezebel saw it. They crested a hill, and she froze in awe at the sight before her.

Water—as far as the eye could see, the ocean stretched before them. Jezebel ran the last quarter-mile. She reached the beach, dropped her pack, and kicked off her shoes. Walking across the sand, she hiked her trousers up above her knees.

Waves rolled in and receded. Jezebel walked timidly into the sea, gasping when she felt how cold the water was. She ran back to shore when a high wave moved in. The water rose to her knees before she made it back to the beach.

Khaldun caught up to her then, smiling ear to ear.

“It’s quite a sight, isn’t it?”

“It’s beautiful,” she said, gazing out across the water. Several sailboats were cruising along, and Jezebel could see a few small islands beyond them.

“We should camp on the beach tonight,” Khaldun suggested. “But let’s try to get farther west before we stop. I’d like to get an idea of where we are, exactly. Those boats are encouraging—there are bound to be some fishing villages nearby.”

They walked along the beach for the next thirty minutes. Sure enough, they came upon a small settlement. There was a short pier extending from a rocky jetty. A fisherman was tying up his boat there.

“Excuse me,” Khaldun called out as they approached. The man turned to see who was there.

“Hello there,” he yelled, looking surprised and a little scared—Jezebel wondered if he’d ever seen a sorcerer before. The man was short, with sandy blond hair. He wore no shirt despite the cold. His whole body was tan.

“We’re trying to get to Northcoast,” Khaldun said as they walked down the pier. “Can you tell me how much farther we have to go?”

“You’re already there,” the man said with a laugh.

“What about the town?”

“Ah, Northcoast Town is five days’ walk from here. Maybe four if you move fast.”

“Terrific, thank you,” Khaldun said.

“You folks need somewhere to stay?” the man asked. “The missis wouldn’t mind a couple of guests, as long as you can stomach her cooking.”

Khaldun turned to Jezebel.

“No—but thank you,” she said. “I’ve been looking forward to camping on the beach.”

The man nodded.

“Suit yourself. Hope you’ve got some warm blankets—cold wind blows off the water at night.”

They thanked him again and moved on. Twenty minutes later, they made camp. Jezebel collected a pile of driftwood and started a fire. The flames burned blue.

“What’s causing the color?” she asked.

“It’s the salt in the wood,” Khaldun told her.

They sat for a long time, gazing up at the stars and listening to the waves. The fisherman was right—a cold wind started to blow. Jezebel was freezing even though she was nearly on top of the fire. But it was worth it for the beauty she was experiencing.

They walked along the beach all of the following day. But Jezebel grew tired of it by nightfall. She felt like she was covered in sand—it was in her shoes, her mouth, her hair—even inside her clothes.

The day after that, they moved inland. Khaldun found a dirt road, which he guessed would lead directly to Northcoast Town. They followed this for three more days. The terrain grew more hilly and rocky as they progressed. The ocean was still in view, and Jezebel enjoyed taking in the sight and smell of it without the sand.

As the sun began to set on the third day, Jezebel noticed tall masts and sails poking out above a hill in the distance. She pointed this out to Khaldun.

“That must be Northcoast,” he told her. “It’s a thriving port town. We’re probably a few hours away still. Do you want to camp here, or keep going?”

“Let’s keep going,” said Jezebel. “I’d love to stay at an inn tonight.”

Khaldun didn’t argue.

It ended up taking over four hours to reach the town. Yet despite the lateness of the hour, many people were still out and about. When they walked by the docks, Jezebel saw a crew unloading a giant ship. The dockmaster was arguing with its captain. Farther along, they ran into several couples strolling the boardwalk.

A few minutes later, they found a large inn right on the water. They walked inside the front of the building. Khaldun secured a room for the night. They went upstairs and unloaded their gear.

The room was spacious. Two large windows overlooked the sea. Khaldun collapsed on the bed. But Jezebel said, “I’m starving—and I’ve had enough dwarf provisions to last me a lifetime. Let’s go see what they’ve got for real food!”

Grudgingly, he joined her.

Downstairs, they found the tavern in the rear of the building. The common room was almost empty. But Jezebel insisted on sitting at a table outside on the patio, despite the cold. Only one other patron was out here—a scraggly old sea captain.

The waitress brought them menus and recommended a local ale. She served the alcohol a few minutes later and took their order. The woman flashed Khaldun a flirtatious smile and batted her eyelashes, practically ignoring Jezebel. Khaldun didn’t seem to notice, she noted with satisfaction. Although she had to admit, the girl was rather cute. She had long blond hair, big blue eyes, and full breasts.

“Here’s to finding Syllith,” Khaldun said, raising his mug once the serving girl had walked away.

Jezebel clinked her mug to his and took a sip. “This is good,” she said. “It’s almost… fruity.”

“You’ll find that a lot in this region,” Khaldun said, taking a long draft. “I once had a pumpkin lager at a tavern here that was quite tasty. I wouldn’t mind trying to find the place while we’re here.”

The waitress returned a few minutes later with bowls of clam and mussel chowder. She dropped off the captain’s main course before running back inside. After the soup, Jezebel had stuffed shrimp and lobster tails.

“That was delicious,” she said once she’d finished, leaning back in her chair.

“Indeed.”

“It’s pleasant, being able to walk around in public with you, not having to worry about Henry’s men chasing us down,” Jezebel observed.

“You’re telling me,” Khaldun said. “I wonder what King Henry is up to these days.”

“Pardon me,” the captain said from across the patio. “I’ve been out at sea for many weeks—do you two have any news about that bastard from Fosland?”

Jezebel laughed. “Do we ever.”

“He tried to conquer Highgate,” Khaldun told him.

“You’re joking,” the captain said. “Is he mad?”

“He failed,” Jezebel said.

“Well, ’course he did,” the captain replied. “Have you seen Highgate?”

“We have,” she said. “But Henry brought in thousands of troops from the southern princedoms. Stoutwall sent reinforcements at the height of the battle, though. From what we gather, Salerna decimated Fosland’s armies.”

“I’ll be damned,” the captain muttered. “Guess that’ll keep him on his side of the Mayne.”

“Let’s hope,” Jezebel said.

“Say, do you know where we can find a witch named Syllith?” Khaldun asked. “She’s not from around here, but as far as we know, she’s staying in Northcoast.”

“Sorry, can’t say that I do,” the man replied. “I’m from Oldport myself, off on the west coast of Dorshire. I only get to Northcoast twice a year.”

Khaldun and Jezebel said goodnight a few minutes later and went inside the tavern. Khaldun asked the bartender if he knew where to find Syllith.

“Don’t know,” the man said. “But I’m new here—came up from Stiles to get away from Henry. Milton’ll be here tomorrow—he owns the place. He might know.”

“Thank you,” said Jezebel.

They returned to their room and went to bed.

“I wonder how hard it’s going to be to locate Syllith,” Khaldun said.

“I don’t imagine she’s hiding or masking her identity this far from Fosland,” said Jezebel. “We’ll find her.”

Khaldun woke her first thing the next morning, and they went downstairs for breakfast. They ate at the bar.

“You’re the innkeeper?” Khaldun asked the bartender.

“Yep,” he said proudly. “Milton’s the name.”

“Have you heard of a witch called Syllith?” Khaldun asked.

“Syllith… Doesn’t ring any bells. No mages at the castle by that name, that much I’m sure of.”

“She’s not from Northcoast,” Jezebel said.

“There’s a witch down at the market—you might try asking her,” said Milton. “She’s old, and not the sanest woman I’ve met. But she’s the town gossip. Likes to keep tabs on other mages in particular.”

After breakfast, Khaldun and Jezebel took a walk through Northcoast. The market occupied the heart of the city, directly in front of the castle. Lots of fishermen were selling all varieties of seafood. Many merchants offered wares essential to a seaport—fishing supplies and sails and rigging—everything necessary to operate a marine vessel.

But right in the heart of the market was a tent unlike any of the others. It was bright red, covered in odd-looking runes. The smell of incense wafted from its interior.

“That’s the place,” Khaldun said. “I can feel the magic from here.”

They made their way through the crowd. Jezebel was amused at the way everyone hurried to stay out of Khaldun’s way. She wondered how many of them had ever encountered a sorcerer before.

They walked into the tent. Jezebel’s eyes took a few moments to adjust to the darkness. The place was cluttered with bins of unusual stones and crystals, vials of different colored potions, books, incense, and countless other products the novice mage might find interesting.

In the far corner, a fat old lady was sitting on a stool. Her face was craggy and wrinkled, and she was missing one eye. Long strands of wispy white hair hung from her head.

“And who might you be?” the woman inquired.

“Hello,” Khaldun said pleasantly. “My name is Khaldun. This is Jezebel of Spanbrook.”

“And what do you want? I don’t imagine a sorcerer has any need for fortune-telling.”

“Ah, no,” he said. “We’re looking for a witch.”

“Found one, you have,” she replied, cackling to herself.

“Yes… But have you heard of a mage named Syllith?”

“I might have if the color of your coin is pleasing to me.”

Khaldun rolled his eyes but gave her a piece of silver. The witch pulled out a wand. She called a small flame at its tip, examining the coin in her hand.

“That’ll do the trick,” she declared. “There was a witch by the name of Syllith who came to town some time ago. Pretty little thing—pale, long dark hair. She was asking lots of questions up at the castle. I understand they gave her free rein in the library. Must’ve been after something important. But she’s long gone.”

“Gone!” Jezebel said. “Where’d she go?”

“Don’t rightly know,” the witch replied. “She just vanished one day. But I bet she’ll be back eventually. She has a house not too far away. Cottage west of the town, on a bluff right over the ocean. The place hasn’t sold or anything. You might want to check there.”

“Yes, I think we will,” said Khaldun. “Thank you for your time.”

“It was your time, laddie,” the witch replied with a cackle. “You paid for it, after all.”

They left the tent. Jezebel found the sunlight blinding after the darkness inside.

“Let’s go for a walk,” Khaldun suggested. “We should be able to find some clues in Syllith’s cottage.”

They headed to the water and walked along the shore. A high hill rose beyond the western edge of the town. They could see a house sitting at the top. They found a path and climbed the slope.

It was a single-story structure built of stone. A wooden porch spanned the front of the cottage, facing the sea. Jezebel tried the front door. It was locked.

“Allow me,” Khaldun said. Jezebel stood aside. She didn’t know what he did, but the lock clicked open, and the door swung wide. Jezebel walked inside.

“I don’t believe this,” she said in dismay.

The house was empty.


Chapter 26
Clues


Jezebel rushed through the cottage. A second room opened off the first. Behind this was a kitchen. There were two bedrooms as well. All were empty. She found a door that led into a cellar—there was nothing there. A trapdoor in the hallway opened to reveal a crawlspace above. Jezebel climbed the rickety ladder that dropped down and poked her head up. Nothing.

“This can’t be!” she shouted in frustration. “Now what are we supposed to do?” She sat down with her back against the wall and pounded her fist against the floor.

“Hold on a minute,” Khaldun said. “Something strange is going on here.”

“What is it?” she asked.

Khaldun didn’t reply, instead walking around the house. He held his hands out in front of him as if he were searching by touch as well as sight. He felt along every wall, from floor to ceiling.

Khaldun stopped right in front of Jezebel. He turned to her and smiled. Holding her gaze, he swept his arm around in a great circle. There was a popping sound, and suddenly everything changed. Furniture burst into existence—a chair materialized right next to Jezebel, a sofa behind Khaldun. A writing desk appeared in the corner, and pots and pans turned up on the shelves in the kitchen.

Jezebel ran around the house, shouting with glee. This place looked lived in. “I don’t understand,” she said. “The stuff wasn’t simply hidden, or we would’ve run into it.”

“That’s correct,” he confirmed. “It was pushed into the void. I was never able to do that kind of magic before—it’s incredibly advanced.”

“If it’s so advanced, how were you able to cancel it?”

“There was nothing to cancel. I could feel that things were tucked into the void, and I just… brought them back,” he said with a shrug.

“Must be nice being a sorcerer,” Jezebel muttered.

They spent the next twenty minutes wandering around the house, searching every nook and cranny. Jezebel went through the desk, the shelves, the kitchen cabinets—and she examined the cellar and crawlspace again. Khaldun tore apart the bedrooms and tried to sense if anything else was being magically concealed. Still, they came up empty-handed.

“Ugh!” Jezebel exclaimed, plopping down on the couch. “Nothing!”

“Yes, and yet I wonder…” Khaldun muttered, standing in the middle of the living room. “Powerful magic has been performed here.” Suddenly he gasped, backing up a step.

“What is it?” Jezebel asked.

Khaldun was staring into space, and yet his eyes seemed to follow action invisible to Jezebel.

“What do you see?” she demanded.

“Wait…”

Jezebel’s impatience grew as she sat there for the next few minutes.

“Syllith was here,” he said finally, “but she was forced to leave.”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

“Watch,” he said, beckoning her.

Jezebel walked across the room, stopping directly in front of him. He turned her around. She gasped.

Suddenly, it was dark outside. A woman was sitting on the sofa Jezebel had just vacated. A fire was burning in the hearth. The woman was young. Her face was pale. She had green eyes and long, black hair. Jezebel thought she was beautiful—and she recognized her from somewhere, although she couldn’t place it.

“Jezebel, meet Syllith,” Khaldun murmured.

“This isn’t real…” said Jezebel.

“No,” Khaldun agreed. “At least, it’s not the present. But this did happen.”

Syllith was curled up on the couch, reading a book, sipping a glass of wine. At that moment, there was a knock on the door. Syllith started. She rose to her feet slowly, picking up her staff and moving toward the door.

“Who’s there?” she called out.

There was no answer. Syllith did something, and the top of the door became transparent. Nobody was there.

Syllith backed away to the center of the room. Suddenly the door burst open. A woman stepped inside. She had long, red hair and held a staff.

“Nineve,” said Syllith.

“Good evening, you little bitch,” said Nineve. “Lovely home you’ve got here. You covered your tracks well—it took a long time to find you.”

Syllith’s eyes darted toward the windows.

“Don’t worry, I’m alone,” Nineve told her. “This is between you and me.”

“Somehow, I doubt that,” said Syllith.

“You should know that you never fooled me,” said Nineve. “The whole time you were sleeping with Dredmort, I knew you were prostituting yourself for information. He refused to listen to me, but he rues that decision now.”

“I can’t blame you for being jealous,” said Syllith, holding out her staff. “But Dredmort keeps only one whore.”

Nineve thrust her staff in front of her. A sheet of blue energy formed over Syllith’s head. But Syllith shouted a spell, and the energy passed right through her as if she weren’t there.

“Tell me how to open the portal!” Nineve demanded.

Syllith called earth. An invisible weight slammed into Nineve’s stomach. She flew out the door. Syllith ran out to the porch; Jezebel and Khaldun followed.

Nineve had landed flat on her back, ten yards from the house. She got to her feet and called fire. Flames erupted around the cottage, but they didn’t touch the structure.

“I pity you,” Syllith shouted.

Nineve growled at her, moving forward. But suddenly, a howling sound erupted over the ocean. Nineve turned. A waterspout had formed directly offshore. It hopped onto land, climbing the bluff in seconds.

Nineve screamed, holding her staff in front of her. She tried to cancel the spell, but the waterspout overtook her. It sucked her high into the air, expelling her again seconds later. She was thrown into the sea.

The waterspout disappeared, and Syllith moved toward the ocean. Far below, Nineve swam to shore and disappeared. Syllith walked back into her house.

Jezebel followed, watching her in awe. The woman looked out the window once, then sat on her couch, set down her staff, and picked up her book as if nothing had happened.

“That was incredible!” said Jezebel. “Did you see that?! She called a tornado. I had no idea…”

Khaldun shushed her. “There’s more.”

Syllith read her book for a minute. She turned the page and took a sip of wine. But at that moment, there was a horrible shriek somewhere outside, answered by three more.

“Wraiths!” said Jezebel.

Syllith dropped her book. She jumped to her feet, staff in hand. After looking out the window again, she moved to the center of the room. A second later, her door burst open. Two wraiths rushed inside. Syllith called fire, but it did not affect them.

The wraiths summoned earth; Syllith blocked the spells. Something slammed into the coffee table, shattering the wine glass. She backed away toward the kitchen.

A moment later, the back door flew open. Two more wraiths jumped inside. Syllith turned and hurled spells at them. A ball of fire hit one of the monsters, igniting its robes. A jet of water exploded against the other but did nothing.

The wraiths had Syllith surrounded. She looked around once, then disappeared. Chaos erupted. Jezebel cowered, hiding her face in her hands. The wraiths cried. Fires flared, and there were crashing sounds. Jezebel heard heavy footsteps, and she looked up to see what was happening. In that instant, Syllith reappeared, diving through a window. Glass shattered, spraying everywhere, and the witch was gone. The wraiths fled out the door in pursuit.

Finally, the scene returned to normal. The glass was restored, the broken furniture repaired, and daylight returned outside.

“That explains why Syllith disappeared,” Khaldun said.

“For sure—the wraiths caught up with her,” Jezebel agreed. “But it doesn’t tell us where she went.”

“Or when,” Khaldun pointed out. “She must have come back at some point.”

“How do you know that?”

“The damage to the house didn’t fix itself,” he said.

He wandered around the house for a few minutes, examining everything one more time. Jezebel sat on the couch, her head in her hands.

“I think we’re done here,” Khaldun said.

They walked outside. Khaldun strolled around the house once.

“I can’t sense a trail,” he told her. “There’s nothing else to find here.”

Jezebel and Khaldun walked back to the inn. They found the common room crowded. Jezebel was starving, so they sat down for lunch.

“Now what do we do?” she asked once the waitress had left.

Khaldun took a deep breath. “I don’t know. This seems to be a dead end.”

“We can’t give up now,” Jezebel said desperately. “We’re so close—where could Syllith have gone?”

“Anywhere,” Khaldun replied. “It’s a big continent, Jez. I don’t know what else to do.”

“It’s like the old witch said, she’s bound to come back here eventually,” said Jezebel.

“So, what? Do we move into her house and wait for her to return?” Khaldun asked.

“I don’t know,” she replied dejectedly.

They ate their lunch in silence. Jezebel felt depressed.

“How did that magic work earlier?” she asked once she’d finished her food. “When we watched Syllith’s encounter with Nineve? Did she do that somehow? Was it a message like the one Enigma left at his mansion? Or did you do that?”

“I did,” he replied. “I’m not exactly sure how though. It’s like Enigma said—I can sense magic everywhere now. I felt an echo of what happened there, and when I paid attention to it, I saw everything.”

“That’s pretty impressive,” Jezebel said.

When they got up to leave, Milton came over to them.

“How’d you two make out with the old lady?” he asked. “Any luck finding your witch?”

They told him that they’d found her empty house, but nothing else.

“Is that so?” he asked, shaking his head. “I’ve been asking around here for you, too. A couple of people remember her, but no one’s seen her in months.”

“Months?” Jezebel repeated.

“You know, if I were you, I’d inquire up at the castle,” Milton suggested.

“One doesn’t simply walk up to a castle and knock on the door,” said Jezebel. “We’d need some sort of formal invitation somehow.”

“With him in tow?” Milton retorted, pointing at Khaldun. “I don’t imagine many castles would turn away a sorcerer.”

“He’s got a point,” said Khaldun. “I don’t know anyone in Castle Northcoast…”

“That’s probably a blessing,” Jezebel muttered, recalling their ordeal in Stiles.

“But we don’t need an audience with the prince or anything,” Khaldun continued. “One of his mages will do.”

“Burman’s the one you want,” said Milton. “He’s a regular here—friendly fellow. He’ll help you out if he knows anything.”

Khaldun and Jezebel left the inn. They walked through the market again and made their way to the castle.

“This looks more like a palace,” Jezebel said. There was no proper gate. The road continued right into the courtyard. Large bay windows lined the outer wall. Where the gate should have been, there was a fountain. A stone basin sat on each side of the thoroughfare, featuring intricate sculptures of naked men and women.

“Those are the mythical gods of the ancient kingdoms,” Khaldun told her. “The old religion died out with the rise of the Pythan Empire. But you still see them in paintings and sculptures in some of the princedoms.”

On each side, water shot from various sources—from an archer’s arrow, a man’s hand, and a woman’s mouth, to name a few—and arced overhead into the opposite basin. Children playing in the street jumped from the edge of the pools and tried to touch the passing streams.

Within the passage, immediately before the courtyard, Khaldun found an administrative office on the left. He opened the door, and Jezebel followed him inside. An older woman was sitting behind a desk.

“I’ll be right with you,” she muttered absently without looking up.

Jezebel stood there impatiently for a minute, tapping her foot on the floor.

“Now, how can I… help you…” the woman stammered, her jaw dropping at the sight of Khaldun.

“We’re looking for a wizard named Burman,” Khaldun told her with a smile.

“Oh, yes—of course,” she said, jumping to her feet. “Wait here—I’ll be right back.” She scampered from the room.

They didn’t wait long. The woman bustled back into the room, a beefy man behind her. He wore brown robes, and a big bald spot sat on the crown of his head.

“Well, hello,” he said, smiling congenially. “Lydia told me a sorcerer was asking for me, but I’ll confess I was skeptical.”

“Told you so,” the woman muttered, retaking her seat.

“My name is Khaldun,” he said, shaking the mage’s hand. “This is Jezebel of Spanbrook.”

“Spanbrook?! You’ve certainly come a long way. What can I do for you?”

“We wanted to talk to you about a witch named Syllith,” said Khaldun.

Burman’s smile vanished. “Perhaps we should talk outside,” he said. “Follow me.”

He led them into the courtyard. Jezebel couldn’t believe her eyes. Ornate statues surrounded the square, as tall as real people. Frescos covered the arched walls, and tiles lined the walkways. Burman continued to a large fountain in the very center of the courtyard.

“What do you need with Syllith, precisely?” he asked them.

“We’re having trouble with a demon,” Jezebel explained, unwilling to tell him the whole story. “Syllith knows how to banish it.”

“Ah, yes… Well, that would be her specialty, now wouldn’t it?” Burman said with a frown. “Nasty business… You do know about her business, don’t you?”

“If you mean the demons in Pytha,” Khaldun said, “yes.”

Burman held a finger to his lips, looking around as if to make sure nobody had heard Khaldun. “Not so loud,” he whispered. “We don’t want to start a panic, do we?”

“We found Syllith’s house,” Jezebel said, “but she’s gone. Do you know where she went?”

“Not exactly,” Burman replied. “I know she discovered information in our library. I let her take the book with her—I wouldn’t want anyone else stumbling upon that sort of thing.”

“What information?” asked Khaldun.

“She believed she’d found the location of one of Nyro’s lesser mages—or his demon, I guess. I don’t fully understand…”

“Where?!” asked Jezebel.

“I don’t know,” Burman said. “Somewhere out west, that’s all she told me.”

“When did she leave?” asked Khaldun.

“Weeks and weeks ago,” said Burman.

“Did she say when she’d be coming back?” asked Jezebel.

“Friendly woman,” said Burman. “Quite intelligent—and pleasant to look at, that’s for sure. But honestly, I hope she never returns to Northcoast. She had wraiths chasing her! We don’t need that sort of thing here. This is a peaceful princedom.”

“It won’t be for long if Syllith fails,” Jezebel told him.

Burman shushed her.

Khaldun and Jezebel returned to the inn. They sat in the tavern to have a drink.

“Syllith is off chasing demons,” Jezebel said. “That’s not exactly news. We know nothing more now than we did when we left the watchtower.”

“That’s not entirely true,” Khaldun replied. “Burman said she went somewhere out west. Around here, that means Dorshire.”

“But Dorshire’s enormous! Are we supposed to search the whole kingdom?” Khaldun started to reply, but simply shook his head instead. Jezebel felt defeated. “I haven’t spoken to Allison since Highgate—that was nearly a month ago. I can only imagine the torment she must be enduring. We need more information—we’ve got to find Syllith!”

They spent the rest of the afternoon in the tavern. Milton came to check up on them. When they told him about their failure to learn anything useful, he took it upon himself to help. The common room filled up as dinner approached, and Milton asked every patron if they’d seen Syllith or heard anything about her whereabouts. Nobody had.

Khaldun and Jezebel ate dinner and retired to their room. With nothing else to do, they went to bed early. Jezebel started to drift off, but Khaldun lay awake, tossing and turning. His restlessness kept her up.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” he mumbled. “I think… There was something wrong with that house. I can’t put my finger on it. Forget it. Go back to sleep.”

“I would if you’d stay still!”

She finally dozed off. But she woke again to find Khaldun shaking her.

“What is it?” she asked groggily.

“I figured it out! We have to go back to the house!”

“Now?” she asked, rolling over. “I want to sleep. There was nothing there—we can go tomorrow.”

“It is tomorrow,” he said, pulling her out of bed. “It’s almost dawn.”

Jezebel groaned. But she rose out of bed and got dressed. She followed Khaldun down the stairs, and they set out into the night.

Twenty minutes later, they arrived at the house. Khaldun worked his spell to unlock the front door again. They walked inside. Khaldun stood in the living room, beside the writing desk. He held out his hand, and a silver glow emanated from the very air around them, illuminating their surroundings.

“You remember back at Enigma’s mansion when Raphael told us that sometimes one spell could be used to conceal another?” he asked.

“Sure,” she said with a yawn. “That’s how Enigma hid his message. What of it?”

“Watch this,” he said. He moved his hand over the desk. Suddenly, piles of books and papers appeared on the desk. Every inch of it was covered—there were even volumes stacked up underneath it.

Jezebel stared in awe. “How did you know?”

“I felt so much magic when we were here earlier that I couldn’t identify all of it. But I knew there was still another spell after I showed you what happened with the wraiths. I finally realized what it was. Somehow, Syllith created one void inside of another—I didn’t even know that was possible.”

“We should go through all of this,” Jezebel said, wide awake now. “There must be something here to tell us where she went.”

“My thought exactly,” Khaldun agreed.

They sifted through the materials. Jezebel started with the books. But much to her dismay, most of them were in a different language.

“That makes sense,” Khaldun told her. “Anything old enough to be about Nyro and her reign would have been written in Pythan.”

“I don’t suppose you can translate this stuff,” she said.

“I’m afraid not.”

Jezebel found two volumes written in the common tongue. But they were tomes of magic that seemed unrelated to their cause.

“I’ve got something,” Khaldun said suddenly. He was holding several sheets of paper covered in a handwritten scrawl.

Jezebel dropped the book in her hands and moved to his side. “What is this?”

“It’s a list of every necromancer and demon that Nyro and the Sacred Circle controlled,” he told her. “Look—these are the ones locked in Pytha. There’s Nyro and Xythor. That same word appears next to the name of every demon… I’m pretty sure that’s Pythan, but I don’t know what it means.”

“The three names at the bottom are crossed out,” said Jezebel.

“Those must be the ones Syllith and Enigma destroyed. This next page shows all the mages who went uncaptured.”

“That’s a long list,” said Jezebel.

“Yes… But look at the notes. All the ones with an asterisk were destroyed in ancient times. Those with two stars are the ones Syllith managed to find…”

“And those with three, she destroyed herself,” Jezebel finished for him. “That’s interesting, but it’s not going to help us find her.”

She returned to the books. But the very next one she picked up contained nothing but blank pages.

“Who would bother creating an empty book?” she asked, tossing it aside.

“What did you say?” Khaldun asked, dropping what he was doing.

“It’s nothing—that book contained only blank paper.”

“Show me,” he said.

Jezebel retrieved it from the pile, opening it to show him. Khaldun took it from her. He passed his hand over the first page. A long, flowing script appeared in black ink. Jezebel gasped.

“What does it say?” she asked.

Khaldun stared at the paper for a minute. “It’s Syllith’s journal!”

“And?!”

“This page is old. It’s about her arrival in Northcoast.”

“Jump to the end!”

“I am, relax,” Khaldun said with a chuckle. “The last few pages truly are blank. Wait—here we go. These are the ones we want.”

He waved his hand over several pages, one at a time. Jezebel took the book from him and started reading out loud.

“I found an interesting volume in the library. Burman let me take it. Some old traveler wrote it when he retired in Northcoast. He’d spent his whole life journeying across Dorshire and Maeda. In his writing, he chronicled the most interesting places he’d seen.

“I know for a fact many of them no longer exist. Some do, but a few I’d never heard of before. One of those is somewhere in northern Dorshire. It’s difficult to pinpoint its location; the volume is ancient, and many place names have changed over the years.

“But it’s certainly the type of site that would attract the old ones. For all I know, there may be dozens of them there—if it still exists. It was reportedly a burial ground for some ancient civilization. The traveler hinted that human sacrifices might have been performed there at one time. He called it Rockhedge. I’ve decided it’s worth investigating.”

Jezebel froze, staring at Khaldun; he looked shocked. “She went to Spanbrook!”


Chapter 27
High Seas


Jezebel laughed. “This is just my luck, isn’t it? We’ve traveled halfway around the world, and now the place I need to go is home.”

“It does seem fitting somehow,” Khaldun said, shaking his head.

“Maybe she’s destroyed the demon already,” Jezebel said. “I’d love to be able to return to a quiet life on the farm.”

“That does sound nice,” Khaldun agreed. “But we still have to get to Spanbrook. That’s no easy journey.”

“It never is,” Jezebel muttered. “We should hide everything again before we go. Henry’s people might return—we don’t want them to find this. Can you do it?”

“I hope so, but I’ve never tried,” he replied. “Let’s put it all back how we found it first.”

They spent a few minutes returning the books and papers to their original locations. Jezebel was sure things were rearranged a bit, but they’d stacked it all as neatly as they found it.

Khaldun backed up a step and held out his hand. The contents of the desk vanished with a pop. He touched the desk, and it disappeared, too.

Jezebel stood in the space it had occupied, swinging her arms around. “You did it! There’s nothing here.”

It took Khaldun fifteen minutes to restore the entire house to the empty state in which they’d found it. Once he’d finished, they locked the door and headed back to the inn.

The sun rose as they walked. Inside the common room, the morning crew was just starting breakfast. Khaldun and Jezebel sat at a table and ordered their food.

“So tell me the bad news,” said Jezebel. “How long will it take to get back to Spanbrook?”

Khaldun thought about it for a minute. “I’m not exactly sure—it depends which way we go. We’ll certainly travel along the coast until we reach the River Torsa. From there, we could try to find passage upstream on a boat or barge. We would probably disembark in the north end of Cambry, take the road to the castle, and then return to Spanbrook the way we came. But I wonder… It may be faster to go by foot to the Ember.”

“Then we could take a barge up the river to Spanbrook,” Jezebel said.

“Yes, precisely. But either way, we’re probably looking at three weeks or more.”

Jezebel heaved a long sigh. “Winter’s almost here. We may encounter quite a bit of snow.”

“And that will slow us down,” Khaldun said with a frown.

Milton showed up a few minutes later. He served them their food and took a seat at the table. “I’m sorry your quest hasn’t been more successful,” he said. “Seems your witch disappeared without a trace.”

Jezebel told him the news.

“Spanbrook?” he said. “That’s where you’re from, isn’t it?”

Jezebel nodded. “And we have to go back there as quickly as possible. I imagine we’ll probably set out today—we’ve got weeks of walking ahead of us.”

“You’d get there much faster by water,” Milton suggested. “The Steadfast is setting out in a couple of days, heading to Rockport. Her captain’s boarding here, matter of fact. He’s usually down here for dinner—gruff-looking sailor type. Name’s Tibold. I reckon he’d be happy to have a sorcerer on board.”

“That sounds like the gentleman we met the first night we were here,” Khaldun noted.

“Rockport is directly north of Spanbrook,” Jezebel said excitedly. “At the mouth of the Ember!”

“That would get us there much more quickly,” Khaldun said. “Thank you, Milton!”

Jezebel took a nap after breakfast; she was exhausted from her lack of sleep the night before. Khaldun was gone when she woke up. She wandered downstairs to look for him, but he wasn’t in the tavern or the common room. She sat down for lunch, miffed that he hadn’t bothered to tell her where he was going.

As Jezebel finished her food, Khaldun walked into the room. He was with the blond serving girl who’d flirted with him the night they arrived. She giggled and kissed him before running out the door. Khaldun strolled over and took a seat next to Jezebel.

“Did you have a pleasant nap?” he asked.

“Hmph,” she replied without looking at him.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

“What’s her name?”

Khaldun didn’t respond for a few seconds. “You’re not jealous, are you?”

“It was a simple question.”

“Her name is Marianne,” he said.

“Did you and Marianne have a nice time?”

“We did. She was extremely… ah… enthusiastic.”

“Hmph.”

“You have no grounds for jealousy,” he told her. “You made it clear that our relationship is platonic. I did nothing to…”

“I’m not jealous. I just wish you had told me where you were going,” she said. “With everything we’ve been through, waking up to an empty room was a little disconcerting.”

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t want to wake you.”

They spent the afternoon strolling along the beach and exploring Northcoast Town. Despite what she’d said to Khaldun, Jezebel had to admit that she did feel extremely jealous. But what did she expect? There was no reason for Khaldun to refrain from becoming intimate with whomever he wanted. He was right: she had ended that aspect of their relationship. But she couldn’t deny that she was still in love with him. Seeing him with someone else made that fact impossible to escape.

They returned to the inn for dinner but didn’t see Captain Tibold anywhere.

“Usually comes in late,” Milton told them. “But don’t worry, he’ll be here. Never misses a meal, that one.”

Sure enough, Tibold walked in after most of the patrons had departed. Milton introduced them, and Tibold sat with Jezebel and Khaldun.

“Found your witch, did you?” he asked.

“We did, and she’s in Spanbrook,” Jezebel told him. “We need to get there as quickly as possible. Milton tells us you’re taking your ship to Rockport.”

“I am indeed,” he confirmed, eyeing Khaldun.

“How much would it cost us to catch a ride?” he asked.

“No charge for mages,” the captain said. “So long as you agree to work for your passage.”

“That’s a bargain,” said Jezebel. “But I’m afraid I know nothing about sailing a ship. I’d never seen the ocean before we arrived here.”

“The crew’ll take care of the sailing, my lady,” he replied. “That’s not the sort of work I’d ask you to do.”

“What, then?” asked Khaldun.

Tibold took a swig of ale. “High seas ain’t always that friendly. I’d just ask you to help us cope with any trouble we may encounter.”

“Agreed,” she said. “How long does it take to sail to Rockport from here?”

Khaldun looked at her with a frown but said nothing.

“Typically five or six days,” Tibold said. “But with your help, we can probably make it in three.”

“Terrific!” said Jezebel.

“Done deal,” the captain said, shaking their hands. “We leave at dawn, day after tomorrow. You’re welcome to come aboard tomorrow evening and spend the night on the ship if you’d like.”

They kept the captain company while he ate, then retired to their room.

“This is so exciting,” Jezebel said, lying in bed. “I’m finally going home. And we’ll be there in no time. I wish I could tell Allison.”

“I’m curious to see what kind of trouble he was referring to,” said Khaldun.

“Probably bad weather or rough seas,” Jezebel suggested. “If nothing else, we could call air and provide greater speed. He seems to expect as much—he said we’d arrive sooner with us on board.”

“Yes, perhaps you’re right,” he said pensively.

“You don’t trust him?” she asked.

“I’m withholding judgment,” he replied.

“Do you think he works for Henry or something?”

“He did seem overeager to get a sorcerer on board, don’t you think? He might be planning to deliver me to the enemy.”

“But he saw us the night we arrived and has done nothing this entire time—Milton introduced us to him! And in any event, how would Henry know we’re here?” Jezebel asked skeptically.

“He does have spies embedded in many places,” Khaldun pointed out. “It wouldn’t be so hard to keep his people on alert.”

“But you’re stronger than you were,” said Jezebel. “You could handle them—and besides, you’re bound now. Capturing you wouldn’t do Henry much good.”

“You’re probably right,” Khaldun admitted.

“He may be up to something,” said Jezebel. “But I’m willing to trust him to some extent. And I can’t tell you how happy I am that he’s granted us passage—no more walking!”

Khaldun chuckled. “I wonder how Aldo will react to my assignment. It’s sure to have come as a big surprise.”

“He can’t know already… Can he?”

“He won’t know the circumstances. But he would have become aware of my bond to him the moment Enigma performed the rite.”

“Then he must know your true name,” said Jezebel.

“Indeed.”

“Well, Myrddin seems to enjoy his service there. He lives like a king—I’m sure Aldo will accept your appointment graciously.”

“It’ll take some adjusting,” said Khaldun. “I’ve never settled down anywhere. But I’m looking forward to it, especially after this journey.”

Khaldun and Jezebel bade farewell to Milton after dinner the following evening. They gathered their belongings and walked down to the docks. The Steadfast was the biggest ship in the port, and the only one with four masts. The crew was loading the last of the cargo when they arrived. Most of the men were little older than Jezebel. They reminded her of the hands on her father’s farm.

A slightly older man came over to them and introduced himself as the first mate. “Captain Tibold told me we’d be taking on passengers,” he said, shaking their hands. The rest of the crew gathered behind him, staring at Khaldun in awe. “Don’t mind them—they’ve never seen a sorcerer before. They’ll leave ya alone, I reckon. Come on board, and I’ll show ya to your quarters.”

Jezebel walked up the gangplank, fearful and excited at the same time. The ship was larger than many buildings she’d seen. They walked across the deck to the rear of the vessel. The mate led them inside, to a cabin in the starboard quarter.

“These are normally my quarters, but we use them for special guests,” he explained. “Not that we get many of those… But there you are. Should be comfortable for the two of you.”

Jezebel dropped her pack and looked out the small porthole to the stern. All she could see was the ocean. Tibold came to find them a few minutes later. He gave them a tour of the ship. They walked around the main deck first. He showed them the bridge and the forecastle and told them where to find the head. Below deck, they toured the galley and the cargo hold.

“We set sail at dawn,” he said. “You can find breakfast in the galley after that. I’d be honored if you’d join my officers and me for dinner—it’s in the captain’s cabin, one deck above yours.”

“We’d love to,” said Khaldun.

Jezebel and Khaldun strolled the main deck a little while longer before heading to bed. Jezebel drifted off to sleep to the sound of a bell ringing somewhere in the distance.

By the time she woke in the morning, they’d already left port. She ran up to the main deck with Khaldun. They were under full sail, Northcoast fading in the distance.

They took a light breakfast in the galley and spent most of the day above deck. It was sunny and cold, with a stiff easterly wind. Khaldun guessed they’d make excellent time.

Jezebel found the sea enthralling. By early afternoon, there was no land in sight, only water as far as she could see. She looked up at the crow’s nest and wondered if the sailor there could still see the shore. But she had no desire to climb up there herself, especially with the ship rolling on the waves. Her plunge from Azure’s carpet and the near-disaster in the mountain pass had done nothing to assuage her fear of falling.

At dinnertime, they joined the captain and his officers in his cabin. Tibold introduced them to everyone—there were only three besides the first mate, whose name was Bosley.

“My crew has been hounding me,” said Tibold. “They want to know what sorts of magic you can do. Most of them have seen wizards and witches, of course. But I’d imagine that as a sorcerer, you possess a greater degree of skill than the average mage.”

“I haven’t been a sorcerer for long,” said Khaldun. “I’m still learning.”

“You’ve no need to be modest here,” said Bosley. “Go on—show us something.”

Jezebel could tell that Khaldun was uncomfortable with all the attention. “I’ll do it,” she said, pulling out her wand. She called a small flame in the palm of her hand.

“O-ho!” said Tibold. “I didn’t realize you were a witch!”

“I’m only a novice,” she said. “Do an illusion for them,” she added, nudging Khaldun. He still looked reluctant.

“Illusion?” Bosley asked, sounding interested.

Khaldun nodded. He pointed at the captain. Bosley and the other officers burst out laughing: Tibold had transformed into a female version of himself. He had long, blond hair, heavy make-up, and large breasts.

“What’s so funny?” he grumbled. The crew laughed even harder.

The food was served a moment later, and Khaldun returned the captain to his regular appearance.

“Is it true Spanbrook’s haunted?” one of the men asked Jezebel. “I’ve heard the whole princedom is overrun with specters and ghosts.”

“Not so,” she said, unwilling to discuss Allison’s situation. “The princedom as a whole is quite peaceful and ordinary.”

“You ever seen the necromancer?” another asked fearfully.

“Loads of times,” she said. “He’s perfectly friendly” The man stared at her in disbelief.

“What about you, Khaldun,” Tibold said. “You from Spanbrook, too?”

“No. I grew up a wayfarer.”

“Is that so?” the captain replied. “You must have traveled pretty extensively then.”

“Sure have,” he said. “But only in Dorshire and northern Maeda. How about you? How far do you typically sail?”

“We stick to Dorshire and Maeda these days,” he said. “We sail back and forth around the northwestern end of the continent, from the southern ports in Maeda, all around Dorshire and up to Northcoast. We used to go out to Kong, but those waters have grown dangerous in recent years.”

“How so?” asked Jezebel.

“Pirates,” said Bosley. “Kong’s not like other places. There are no proper princedoms. Gangs fight for control of the cities—and those are huge. Much bigger than anything you see in these parts.”

“Took our lives in our hands every time we docked at one of them ports,” said Tibold. “The sea used to be safe, at least. But one of the gang leaders took over a couple of merchant vessels. Now he controls the shipping lanes north of Kong. To hell with them, I say.”

“Should we expect to see any pirate ships on this voyage?” Khaldun asked slyly.

Bosley looked away from him. Tibold stared at his plate.

“That’s the type of work you expect me to perform, isn’t it?” Khaldun pressed. “You brought me on for protection in case any pirates show up.”

“It’s true,” Tibold confessed. “We normally have to hug the shore on this journey. The pirates haven’t grown bold enough to come close to land yet. They know the mages at every castle on the coast of Maeda would fight them. But on the open sea… You think you’re up to the challenge?”

“No doubt,” Khaldun said confidently. “But you could have been more forthcoming. Why didn’t you tell us about this before?”

“Didn’t want to scare you off,” the captain said. “Figured if I told you the danger, you’d go overland. Didn’t want to take that risk. We cut days off the trip going this way.”

Jezebel was surprised by this revelation but knew that Khaldun wasn’t. “You knew they were up to something,” she said when they returned to their cabin.

“They had to be,” he said. “Captains of merchant vessels rarely take on passengers under any circumstances. But to do so free of charge is unheard-of. I didn’t guess pirates until they broached the topic. But I knew there had to be some sort of ulterior motive—and I didn’t believe it would be something as simple as storms or rough seas.”

“Very shrewd,” she said appreciatively.

“Our danger will diminish as we sail farther from Kong,” he told her. “If we’re going to experience an attack, I’d expect it to happen tonight.”

“Terrific,” she replied sarcastically. “I was looking forward to a good night’s sleep.”

Khaldun stayed up, sitting in the corner. Jezebel tried to get some rest despite Khaldun’s warning. She managed to doze off after a while but woke a few hours later to the sound of alarm bells and a pounding noise.

Khaldun opened the door. Bosley was standing there.

“Time to see what you can do,” he said gravely. “We’re under attack.”

They followed him up to the main deck. Sailors were running around frantically, adjusting the riggings. Khaldun and Jezebel ran up to the bridge. They found Tibold at the helm.

“They’re gaining on us,” he said, pointing aft.

Looking to the rear, Jezebel could see the dark outline of a ship in the moonlight, some distance behind them.

“I’d appreciate a little more wind in the sails,” he said pointedly to Khaldun.

“Outrun them, and they’ll attack again,” Khaldun said. “Let them get closer. I’ll implement a more permanent solution.”

“Now you’re talking,” Tibold said with a grin. He barked orders to his crew.

Jezebel watched as the pirate ship drew ever closer.

“That should do it,” Khaldun mumbled. He held out his hand and called fire. Nothing happened. He rounded on the captain. “You didn’t tell me they had a mage!”

“What are you talking about?” Jezebel demanded.

“Someone on that ship blocked my spell,” Khaldun told her.

“I didn’t know!” Tibold said. “Although that explains a lot—they always seem to move faster than the wind.”

“This just became more interesting,” Khaldun said. “Captain, keep your speed down. Will they board you?”

“If we let them, ’course they will! It’s my cargo they want.”

“Excellent. Allow them to come alongside.”

“Have you lost your mind?!” Tibold demanded.

“Trust me,” Khaldun said. He motioned Jezebel out of the wheelhouse.

“What’s your plan?” she asked.

“Their wizard is strong,” he said. “I can overpower him, but I don’t want him to realize I’m here. I want you to cast the spells for now.”

“But that’s crazy—I’m not going to be any match…”

“I’m counting on it,” Khaldun said. “For this to work, you must do exactly as I say.”

Jezebel agreed. A few minutes later, the ship caught up with them. Khaldun told the captain to take evasive maneuvers—but only for show.

“When their archers fire, I want you to incinerate their arrows,” he said to Jezebel.

She wished she knew what he was up to.

Tibold steered the Steadfast away from the pirate ship. But that was the end of the chase. The enemy mage canceled the wind in his sails. They were dead in the water.

The pirates drew closer. Sure enough, arrows flew. Jezebel called a wall of fire, burning them to ashes. Tibold’s archers returned fire. Their bolts struck an invisible wall and fell into the sea. Jezebel tried to ignite the next volley from the pirate ship, but their mage canceled her spell. The sailors took cover.

Moments later, the vessel came alongside. Pirates crawled onto the Steadfast like ants. Khaldun disappeared.

Jezebel panicked as hand-to-hand fighting broke out all over the ship. One of the pirates lunged at her with a sword. She ignited him from within.

But now the pirates knew she was the mage. They focused their attack on her. She hit a few with earth and lit two others on fire. But they overwhelmed her within seconds. Jezebel screamed as they tied her up and confiscated her wand.

Where was Khaldun?

Two of the pirates dragged her to their ship while the others disarmed the rest of the crew. They pulled her below deck to a chamber in the bow of the vessel. Jezebel hadn’t seen any windows in the front of the hull, but the walls here were transparent. She could see the water all around her.

In the middle of the room, an old woman sat on a high-backed chair. Her gray hair fell around her face in filthy mats. Jezebel’s captors positioned her in front of the woman. One of them handed the witch Jezebel’s wand.

“Who are you?” the witch asked, pointing her wand at Jezebel.

But before she could answer, the witch’s wand flew from her hand and disappeared. The woman jumped to her feet, looking around frantically. Jezebel’s wand clattered to the floor. The two pirates screamed for an instant before they were incinerated from the inside. Their charred corpses broke and fell to the deck.

The witch lunged at Jezebel, but a sheet of blue energy blocked her path. She stopped short, backing away from it. It surrounded her, pinning her arms and legs. She teetered but suddenly rose several inches off the floor, suspended by some unseen force.

A second later, Khaldun appeared next to Jezebel. She punched him in the chest.

“What was that for?”

“Don’t ever do that to me again! I had no idea what was going on! You could have told me what you were planning!”

“You wouldn’t have played your part convincingly if I had,” he said apologetically.

Jezebel growled at him. She retrieved her wand, and they returned above deck, the witch floating eerily before them.

Several pirates ran toward them but stopped when they saw that a sorcerer had captured their mage. They backed away in fear, letting them pass.

Khaldun and Jezebel climbed back over to the Steadfast. They made short work of the pirates now that their witch had been neutralized. Khaldun let Jezebel do most of the work. She called fire against a few, and the others fled back to their ship.

Tibold and his men joined Khaldun and Jezebel. They brought the witch into the cargo hold. Two of the men tied her to the base of a mast. Once she was secure, Khaldun lifted his spell. The woman babbled angrily in her native tongue. Jezebel didn’t understand a word.

“Keep this in your cabin,” Khaldun said to Tibold, handing him her wand. “She’s powerless without it.”

“I’ll just throw it overboard,” he said. “That’ll remove any possible threat.”

“As you wish,” said Khaldun. “I can destroy their vessel if you want. That would be one less pirate ship you’d have to worry about. But I’d suggest letting them go back to Kong and report what happened here. It may be useful to let their leaders believe you’ve hired a sorcerer.”

“Aye, that it would,” Tibold agreed. “They’ll think twice before returning to these waters. But… Do you think maybe you could damage their ship? Keep her in good enough shape to limp home, but make sure she’s not seaworthy anymore?”

Khaldun chuckled. “I can do that.”

They returned to the deck. The pirate ship had already pulled away. Tibold tossed the witch’s wand into the sea, and Khaldun went to work.

He broke the main mast in half, punched giant holes in the hull just above the waterline, and torched the crow’s nest and forecastle.

“That should do it,” Tibold said happily.

Khaldun and Jezebel headed back to their cabin. The whole crew cheered for them as they left the deck.

“We could make a career out of this if things don’t work out in Spanbrook,” Jezebel said sarcastically.


Chapter 28
Full Circle


The remainder of their voyage proved uneventful. The crew treated Jezebel and Khaldun like royalty after their performance against the pirates. Jezebel spent the majority of her time sitting at the bow of the ship, staring out at the ocean. The world had never felt so big.

“It’s astounding,” she commented on the afternoon of the second day. She was gazing out at the horizon before them, Khaldun by her side.

“What’s that?” he asked.

“It took us what, seventy days to go from Spanbrook to Northcoast? And now it’s only three days at sea, and six or seven more by barge to make the return trip?”

Khaldun shook his head. “We’ve been moving back in the general direction of Spanbrook ever since we left the watchtower—that was the farthest point on our journey. Don’t forget that we covered at least a thousand miles on the carpet. And we traveled more than a week on foot to reach Northcoast, every mile bringing us closer to Spanbrook.”

“Ah,” Jezebel said, nodding her head. “That makes more sense.” She was silent for a moment. “I hope we’re not too late. To save Allison, I mean.”

“Have faith,” Khaldun told her. “We’ll be successful.”

At midafternoon of their third day at sea, a sailor in the crow’s nest cried out: he had spotted land. Before much longer, Jezebel caught sight of it as well. As the day wore on, she could make out other vessels sailing in and out of a distant port. She grew alarmed later in the day when a smaller boat with a single sail approached them at high speed.

“Oh, no,” she muttered. “Not more pirates, I hope.”

“I don’t think so,” Khaldun replied. “But, let’s check with Tibold to be sure.”

They walked back to the bridge to find the captain. He chuckled at their query.

“That’s just the pilot,” he said. “He’ll come aboard and guide us into the harbor.”

“Don’t you do that?” Jezebel asked.

“Sea captains travel too widely to be familiar with the local peculiarities of every port they visit,” Tibold replied. “That’s where pilots come in. It’s their job to navigate oceangoing vessels into the local waterways.”

Jezebel watched as the pilot used a flimsy rope ladder to climb up the side of the ship. She definitely didn’t want to try that.

Less than two hours later, they tied up at the dock. Jezebel and Khaldun bade farewell to Tibold.

“You think maybe you could help me bring that old hag to the local authorities?” the captain asked before they disembarked. “Don’t want no trouble from her.”

“Don’t worry,” Khaldun told him. “She’s completely powerless without her wand.”

“I’ll take you at your word,” Tibold said, shaking his hand. “And I thank you for helping out.”

“It was our pleasure,” said Khaldun.

Rockport was smaller than Northcoast, although the port seemed equally busy. Crews scurried about like ants, transferring cargo back and forth between ships and barges. Khaldun found a barge captain willing to transport them to Spanbrook. But they weren’t departing till the morning, so Khaldun and Jezebel stayed at an inn for the night. The place was small and rundown—nothing like the lodging they’d enjoyed in Northcoast.

They set out at dawn. The going was slow on the barge, driven by men with long poles pushing against the riverbed. They traveled day and night for six straight days. The crew rotated in shifts. Khaldun and Jezebel slept under the stars on the deck every night. Jezebel found herself missing the sea. Its vastness had been so mesmerizing, filling her with an almost meditative calm. She wondered if she’d ever see the ocean again.

Not long after sunset on the sixth day, Khaldun sensed something odd.

“What is it?” Jezebel asked while he stared intensely toward the eastern shore.

“I’m not sure,” he said. “There’s some sort of trail out there… Someone magical has journeyed through these woods. Repeatedly. I’m sure of it.”

“We’re getting close to Spanbrook Town,” Jezebel observed. “And Rockhedge is somewhere in that general direction. Do you think it’s Syllith?”

“I do,” he replied.

Khaldun went to talk to the captain. He tried to get him to pull up to shore, but the man refused.

“We run aground in the shallows, and it’ll take us all day to get going again. Forget it.”

Khaldun and Jezebel ended up jumping off the barge into the river. The water was chest-deep, and they had to hold their packs over their heads as they waded to land.

“This is simply terrific,” Jezebel complained when they arrived onshore. “I’m soaked, and it’s freezing!”

Khaldun called air. Suddenly a hot wind started blowing. Jezebel dropped her pack and held her hands out to her sides, rotating slowly to let the breeze dry her off. Khaldun did the same.

“I didn’t know you could do that,” she said.

“Neither did I,” he replied with a shrug, gazing off into the trees. “Let’s get going. The faster we find our quarry, the sooner we can help Allison.”

They located a path through the forest and set out. Less than two hours later, they came to a clearing. Jezebel could see enormous stones standing in the moonlight. She could hardly believe her eyes: she was home at last.

“This is it,” she whispered. “Rockhedge. But there’s nobody here.”

“No one alive, anyway,” Khaldun replied, looking frightened. “There are spirits here—hundreds of them.”

“You can see them?!”

“Faintly… It’s almost like I can see their shadows, not the specters themselves. This place has an evil feel to it.”

“Can you tell if Syllith is nearby?”

“I’m not sure. But her trail leads off to the northeast,” he told her. “Let’s see where it goes.”

Although she didn’t voice it, Jezebel felt relieved that they wouldn’t be staying at Rockhedge. The place was spooky, and she remembered her last visit here all too vividly. They skirted the edge of the stones and started down another path back into the woods.

They followed the trail for several minutes until they came to a small clearing. Khaldun stopped.

“What is it?” asked Jezebel.

“There’s something here,” he said. He held out his hand, and suddenly a big tent appeared, seemingly out of nowhere. It was larger than what they’d been using on their journey, more closely resembling those the wayfarers inhabited. Jezebel followed Khaldun inside.

“This is Syllith’s,” he whispered. “She’s been staying here for quite some time.”

There was a bedroll in one corner. A carpet was rolled up next to it. Two large logs had been turned on their ends as tables. On one sat a big crystal ball in a silver stand. Upon the other were several books. Jezebel opened one of these, but suddenly someone else entered the tent.

Jezebel turned. In one moment, she saw Syllith standing in the opening, holding her staff. In the next instant, the witch cast a spell. A sheet of blue energy hovered in the air for a second before enveloping Jezebel and Khaldun, squeezing them together.

“Who the hell are you?” Syllith shouted.

Khaldun did something. The energy disappeared; Syllith backed away a step.

“I’m Jezebel from Spanbrook—and this is Khaldun. Enigma sent us to look for you…”

“Hah! Do you take me for a fool?” Syllith demanded, brandishing her staff in front of her. “Henry’s tried this trick before. I’ll tell you nothing.”

“She’s telling the truth,” Khaldun insisted. “We traveled across half the continent before we found Enigma at the watchtower. We know that Nyro and the Sacred Circle are imprisoned in Pytha…”

“Of course you do! That’s what Henry’s after—but you have no idea how dangerous it would be to release them.”

“We don’t work for Henry!” Jezebel shouted. “My cousin is Princess Allison. A demon is haunting her. We went to find Enigma to find out how to destroy it. But he told us that you’re the only one who can do it.”

“We went to Northcoast to look for you—Enigma gave us his carpet,” Khaldun added. Syllith glared at him still, seemingly unconvinced. “We went to your house and found your notes about Rockhedge⁠—”

“You did what?!” Syllith looked alarmed. “Fool! If anyone finds that information…” She pushed past them, grabbing her carpet.

“Nobody will!” said Khaldun. “I put everything back how it was before we left.”

Syllith stopped. “You tucked it into the void?” she asked suspiciously.

“Yes!” he told her. “Exactly like you did.”

Syllith appeared to be considering the veracity of their story for a moment. But suddenly she pointed her staff at them and shouted a word of command. Nothing happened.

“Come with me.” She led them out of the tent. She started a fire and sat down in front of it, laying her staff on the ground. “I’m not sure if I trust you yet. But one thing is clear: you don’t work for Henry.”

“How do you know?” Khaldun asked, sitting down across from her. Jezebel plopped down beside him.

“You truly are a sorcerer. I assumed you were one of Henry’s mages in disguise. But I just tried to cancel your spell, and nothing happened.”

Jezebel didn’t understand. “What difference does that make?”

“If Henry had managed to capture a sorcerer, he’d have him working on a way to capture one of the Sacred Circle, not out here looking for me,” Syllith said. “But tell me… How is Enigma?”

“He is well,” Khaldun told her. “He sends his love.”

“The wards are holding?”

“Yes,” said Jezebel. “He found a crack in one of the other watchtowers. But he repaired it.”

“Xythor,” Syllith said knowingly. “They’re getting stronger. It’s only a matter of time before they escape—unless we can find a way to stop it.” She let out a long sigh.

“What about the demon here in Spanbrook?” asked Jezebel. “We disturbed it at Rockhedge, and it’s been haunting my cousin ever since. Have you found it? Is it one of the… old ones?”

Syllith nodded. “It is. Although I don’t know its identity yet. When I first arrived in Spanbrook, I spoke to some of the locals. I told them about the information I’d found regarding an ancient ceremonial burial ground. They directed me to Rockhedge. I spent a couple of days examining the site. Hundreds of specters dwell there, but I could find none of the old ones.

“But the third night I was here, a group of local juveniles threw a party there. Lunacy, if you ask me. That’s when the demon showed up. I felt its presence and went to investigate.”

“I was there!” said Jezebel. “Allison wanted to talk to her mother—she died a year and a half ago. A friend of ours brought a spirit board⁠—”

“You used a sprit board at Rockhedge?! That was extremely foolish. It’s no wonder the demon imprinted upon one of you. And yet… I wonder how you were able to make contact when I was not. That’s curious.”

“I think I saw you there,” said Jezebel, recalling the incident. “There was a flash of lightning, and the demon was looming over a small figure…”

“Yes, that was I,” said Syllith. “I battled the monster and attempted to exterminate it. I failed. The demon escaped.”

“So you do know how to destroy it?” Jezebel asked hopefully.

“Yes, I have learned several methods in my travels. The spells I invoked the night you awakened the monster had worked before on many lesser demons. Yet this one was unaffected. I went to Myrddin after that encounter to seek his help. He wouldn’t listen. He refused to grant me an audience with Prince Aldo, throwing me out of his office instead.”

“I saw you in the castle!” said Jezebel. “I knew I recognized you from somewhere—you were there the day after Rockhedge!”

“That’s correct,” Syllith acknowledged. “Tell me about your cousin’s haunting. I’ve heard strange stories of spectral activity inside the keep—I didn’t realize the princess was involved. The demon followed her back to the castle, I assume?”

“Yes,” said Jezebel. “It was horrible. It appeared in Allison’s bedchamber several times. And when the wayfarers performed at the castle, it possessed Nomad and… raped her. Aldo ordered Myrddin to kill him…”

“Myrddin killed Nomad?” Syllith said, sounding shocked. “I heard rumors that the sorcerer died inside the castle that night, but was unable to learn anything of the circumstances surrounding his death. Was Nomad wearing his ring when the demon possessed him?”

“He was,” Khaldun said, holding up his hand. “I’ve got it now, though. Enigma said I should wear it.”

“As well you should,” Syllith agreed. “But this bodes ill. The demon must be more powerful than I thought if it was able to overcome that protection. That might explain why my spells have been ineffective against it.”

“Myrddin said he knows a way to destroy it,” said Jezebel. “But Aldo refused to allow it.”

“That’s not entirely surprising,” Syllith replied cryptically. “And I can’t say I blame him. Myrddin surely knows the same methods I do. I have to say that necromancer remains a mystery.”

“How so?” asked Khaldun.

“Necromancy has been dead for centuries,” said Syllith. “The secrets Dredmort unearthed in Fosland’s library had been buried since the time of Nyro. And yet somehow, Myrddin discovered them too. That’s where my research started, to tell you the truth. Before the wraiths appeared, I was worried that Henry might discover the rite the same way Myrddin did. So I spent two years digging up information on the necromancer.

“He entered the university a common mage with an affinity for the spirit world. He transformed during his second year, but he wasn’t a particularly powerful sorcerer. After his metamorphosis, the university assigned him to Spanbrook. He entered the service of Prince Allister Barclay after he graduated, near the end of Allister’s reign.”

“What?!” said Jezebel. “Allister was my great-great-grandfather—that had to be a hundred years ago.”

“One-hundred and four, to be precise,” Syllith confirmed.

“But Myrddin can’t be that old,” Jezebel protested. “He doesn’t look much older than Aldo.”

“Sorcerers and necromancers live much longer than the rest of us,” said Syllith. “Enigma is nearly two-hundred years old.”

“It’s true,” Khaldun said to Jezebel. “Nomad told me the same thing.”

“Allister died shortly after Myrddin’s arrival,” Syllith continued. “Albany ascended to the throne. Northern Dorshire was in a state of constant turmoil at the time. The prince in Newberry was much like Henry, a warlord attempting to conquer the rest of the kingdom. Together Albany and Myrddin opposed him. Albany built the wall around Spanbrook Town. But it wasn’t enough. Newberry conquered the surrounding princedoms. They marshaled their forces and marched on Spanbrook. Myrddin wasn’t strong enough to repel them.

“But on the day of the final battle, Myrddin emerged from the castle a necromancer. He decimated the opposing forces almost single-handedly. Newberry made a few more feeble attempts to take Spanbrook, but Myrddin was too powerful to overcome. By the time Allain ascended to the throne, Newberry’s power had waned. The region has known peace ever since.”

“Prince Allain was my grandfather,” Jezebel muttered, still struggling to accept that Myrddin could be so old.

“Did you ever discover how Myrddin learned the secrets of necromancy?” asked Khaldun.

“No,” said Syllith. “He left the university a sorcerer of ordinary skill. Yet he entered the battle with Newberry a necromancer. I can only guess that Spanbrook’s library must harbor the same secrets Dredmort found in Fosland’s. I don’t know for sure. But if that’s true, the information is certainly safe. No mage of Henry’s will ever be able to penetrate Castle Spanbrook without Myrddin’s knowledge.”

“You saw the book containing the rite in Fosland,” Khaldun observed. “What does it entail?”

“I didn’t get a chance to examine it closely,” said Syllith. “Dredmort caught me in his study, and I barely escaped. But the part I saw resembled the rite of binding for a sorcerer. And I’ve been able to piece together some information since leaving the watchtower.

“I found a document in Highgate that lists every mage who served Nyro—and the demons they controlled in the case of the necromancers. Next to the name of every demon was inscribed the Pythan word for ‘bound.’”

“We found those papers!” Jezebel said excitedly. “We were wondering what that word meant.”

“Bound?” Khaldun repeated. “Bound, how? To whom? The necromancers?”

“I believe so,” said Syllith. “I came across an interesting historical text in the library at Roses. A court mage recorded it during the early years of Nyro’s reign. He and a band of rebels were trying to find a way to defeat the Sacred Circle. His narrative made many references to the necromancers ‘relinquishing’ their power to a demon. He believed that if he could isolate Nyro from her demon, she’d be completely defenseless.

“I’m convinced that to become a necromancer, a sorcerer must bind his or her soul to a demon. That rite endows the demon with the sorcerer’s full power, but binds it to the mage.”

“Wait,” said Jezebel. “You’re saying that a necromancer has no power without his demon?”

“That’s correct,” said Syllith.

“But you don’t know this for a fact,” said Khaldun. “You’re only guessing.”

“That’s true. But this idea is corroborated by one further piece of evidence. You understand that a demon is nothing more than the spirit of a powerful sorcerer or necromancer?” Khaldun nodded. “Nyro and the Sacred Circle are incarcerated inside of Pytha. Enigma and I confirmed that; we identified every one of them. Yet other than a handful of lesser spirits, they are the only demons inside the wards.”

“But I thought the elves trapped the necromancers and their demons?” said Jezebel.

“They did.”

“I don’t understand,” said Khaldun.

“The necromancers’ souls merged with their demons. When they died, their spirits lived as one with their demons. They were no longer separate entities. Enigma and I couldn’t comprehend it at the time, but now it makes perfect sense.”

“But if that’s true,” said Khaldun, “and someone managed to bind Nyro’s spirit, they’d be even more powerful than she was…”

“Yes,” Syllith answered gravely. “Their power would combine with hers. But it would take an immensely powerful sorcerer to bind Nyro—not even Enigma could manage it. If he attempted it, Nyro would possess him.”

“But their powers would still combine,” said Khaldun. “Nyro would add Enigma’s strength to her own.”

“Precisely,” said Syllith. “And that is the very fact that seems to escape King Henry. In his thirst for power, he is hell-bent upon capturing a sorcerer and binding him to a Pythan demon. He fails to understand that Nyro herself would dominate anyone who were to attempt the rite. Instead of conquering the continent himself, Henry would be slain. His mages and armies would enter the service of Nyro and help bring about a new empire.”

“Myrddin battled the demon at Rockhedge the night we disturbed it,” Jezebel told her. “He said it nearly broke him—does that mean it’s stronger than the one he controls?”

“So it would seem,” Syllith replied. “And only three or four of the demons on my list possess that kind of power.”

They sat in silence for a moment, considering Syllith’s words.

“This is all very interesting,” Jezebel said finally, “and equally terrifying. But what about Allison? We have to save her. You said you tried to destroy the demon, but failed—what else can we do?”

“There is yet one method I have not attempted,” said Syllith. “It is almost certainly the very rite that Aldo forbade Myrddin from performing. We are lucky in a way—the demon’s attachment to your cousin will greatly facilitate this process. As will you, Khaldun.”

“What?” he asked, startled. “How? I don’t understand.”

“I’m sorry, but for this to work, I’ll need to speak to Lady Jezebel alone.”


Chapter 29
Dilemma


“Why?” asked Khaldun. “I risked my life to help Jezebel find you and save the princess. Surely I can be trusted…”

“It’s not a matter of trust,” said Syllith, rising to her feet. “The information I’m about to give Jezebel must be hidden from you for this to work. Don’t be offended—I had to keep this knowledge from Enigma as well, and I assure you, I trust him completely. Take a walk, sorcerer.”

Khaldun got up and moved away from the fire, looking disgruntled. Syllith motioned Jezebel inside her tent.

“You must understand something before I begin,” she told her. “What you’re going to attempt is exceedingly dangerous. When we die, our spirits live on, free of physical form. Yet they remember what it was like to be inside a body. They yearn for the pleasures of the flesh. It is this desire that drives the demon to haunt your cousin. When you used the spirit board, the monster caught her scent, so to speak, and followed her to the castle. Its desire for her will have increased since the rape. And that is what will allow us to capture and destroy it.”

Syllith reached inside a pouch hanging from the side of the tent. She pulled out a slender golden spike and handed it to Jezebel.

“Allison must have intercourse with Khaldun. Doing so will lure the demon into his body—as you’ve probably heard, sorcerers are highly susceptible to demonic possession. Once that happens, you must drive this spike into his flesh. Powerful enchantments have been placed upon it that will trap the demon inside the metal.”

Jezebel laughed. “You must be joking! The princess has to have sex with Khaldun to destroy the demon?! That’s the most absurd thing I’ve ever heard.”

“Magic is founded in human thought. And sexual energy is particularly potent. The metamorphosis that turns mages into sorcerers is often triggered⁠—”

“By sex! I know—that’s what Khaldun and I were doing when he transformed,” said Jezebel. “But still—this is insane! You’re talking about luring the demon into raping Allison again!”

“And that’s exactly why Aldo would have forbidden Myrddin from performing the rite.”

“No… Myrddin couldn’t possibly have suggested having intercourse with Allison,” said Jezebel, repulsed by the idea.

“I’m sure he wouldn’t have done so himself,” said Syllith. “Any male would have sufficed. Myrddin would have opened him to the spirit world before the rite. And Myrddin would have been the one to drive the spike into the boy’s flesh.”

Jezebel shook her head, unable to believe that Syllith was serious. “What if I make love to Khaldun, instead of Allison. Would that work?”

“No. The demon has imprinted on the princess, not you,” Syllith told her. “She must be the one we use as bait. That’s the only way to lure the demon into possessing the sorcerer.”

“I can’t agree to this. I won’t put my cousin through another ordeal. The idea is utterly barbaric.”

“This is how Enigma and I destroyed the spirits in Pytha,” Syllith said. “It’s the only way I have yet to try. But I have been unable to locate the demon in recent weeks.”

“Of course—it’s been inside the castle traumatizing the princess!”

“Exactly, and Aldo has issued an edict forbidding foreign mages from entering the castle. Only his own witches are allowed inside. I was puzzled by that move initially—I could only guess that it was directed against me. Myrddin must have tired of my constant demands that he help me banish the demon. But now it’s clear that Aldo wished to keep anyone who might be an easy target for possession away from his daughter. Getting Khaldun inside is going to be difficult. It may be easier to bring Allison outside the castle at this point.”

Jezebel laughed again. “I can get Khaldun in. But Allison’s never going to agree to this.”

“It’s the only way,” Syllith told her. “I’ve tried everything else. If you fail, the demon’s obsession will continue to grow. It’s only a matter of time before it overcomes Myrddin’s protections and starts possessing the princess herself. Once that happens, it will wear her down, and she will descend into madness.”

Jezebel recalled a conversation she’d had with Khaldun right before they left Spanbrook. He told her about a witch Nomad had known. A demon had haunted her and driven her to insanity. The woman ultimately took her own life.

“I’ll present the idea to her,” Jezebel finally agreed. “But I can’t force her to do it.”

“You must do everything in your power to convince her,” said Syllith. “Khaldun has to know what you’re planning, but you must not tell him about the spike! If he knows, the demon will also be aware. It may be able to cancel the magic.

“And you should wear the ring. We don’t want to hide Khaldun from the demon, but it may help you avoid its notice during the act.”

Jezebel sighed. “That’s all I have to do? Drive the spike into Khaldun’s flesh?”

“Yes. You must wait, of course, until the demon has possessed him. But that’s the only action you need to take.”

“There’s no guarantee this is going to work,” said Jezebel. “What if they have sex, and nothing happens?”

“That’s highly unlikely, given the strength of the demon’s hunger for Allison, and Khaldun’s susceptibility to possession. But… I must request one more thing of you when you perform the rite.”

“What?”

“The demon will be trapped inside the metal the moment the spike pierces the sorcerer’s flesh. But Khaldun will be paralyzed until you remove the spike. And the demon will still be able to speak with his voice. I need you to identify the monster.”

“You want me to ask it its name?” Jezebel asked in disbelief.

“Yes,” Syllith said simply. “It’s the only way to find out which of the old ones we’ve captured. Removing the metal from Khaldun’s body will place the demon beyond the reach of any spell. Once you bring it back to me, I will destroy it.”

Jezebel stared at the innocuous-looking spike in her hand, unable to believe that she was agreeing to this. She left Syllith’s tent and found Khaldun a few yards away sitting against a tree.

“So are you going to let me in on your secret?” he asked sullenly.

“Most of it,” Jezebel said, grasping the spike in her pocket. “But not here. Let’s take a walk—I need time to think. We can go to Trey’s.”

They walked off through the trees. Within minutes they came to the trail Jezebel and Allison had used when they fled Rockhedge months before. They followed it to the road and headed west.

Jezebel was thankful to be home. But she dreaded the task that now lay before her. She wished she could turn around and go to the farm, leaving this whole dreadful business behind her.

It was late. They didn’t meet anyone on the road. The frost covering the adjacent fields reminded Jezebel how long she’d been gone; it was summer when they left. She was surprised how quickly Spanbrook town came into view—it had always seemed like such a long walk before her journey across the continent. And she was stunned by how small the town appeared. In her memory, it was much bigger. She supposed experiencing places like Arthos and Highgate had altered her perspective.

Before long, they passed within the town’s wall. Trey’s tavern was nearly empty when they arrived.

“Jez!” her uncle called from behind the bar. Jezebel and Khaldun walked across the room to meet him. Trey gathered her into a big hug. “I’ve missed you! Do your parents know you’re back?”

“Not yet,” she said. “We’ve just arrived.”

“Well, have a seat—you must be starving. I’ll get you something to eat.”

“I have no appetite, unfortunately,” Jezebel said with a frown. “But, I could use some mead.”

She sat at a table with Khaldun. He eyed her expectantly, clearly eager to find out what was going on. Jezebel waited until the mead arrived. She took a long drink and spent several minutes telling him the whole story—leaving out only the part about the spike.

Khaldun’s jaw dropped lower and lower as she spoke. “I can’t believe… You’re not serious…”

Jezebel laughed. She caught Trey’s eye and held up her mug—she definitely needed more mead.

“So, you’ll perform the spell once the demon enters my body?” Khaldun asked.

“That’s the idea,” she replied.

“And you’re sure you know how to do it?”

“I’m quite certain—it’s not difficult.”

They sat in silence for a few minutes; Khaldun looked as distressed as Jezebel felt. Trey arrived with their drinks.

“Everything all right?” he asked.

“Oh yes, just marvelous,” Jezebel replied sarcastically.

Khaldun took a swig of his mead as Trey walked away.

“Look on the bright side,” said Jezebel. “You get to take yet another princess to bed. I know how attractive you find Allison.”

“This is not what I had in mind,” he replied. “You don’t think I’m happy about this, do you?”

“No, of course not. I’m sorry. I just can’t believe this is the only way. Although it certainly explains Aldo’s refusal.”

“We can’t force Allison to do this,” said Khaldun. “The decision must be hers.”

“I agree. And I don’t think she’s going to do it.”

“What then?”

Jezebel took a deep breath. “Then, I take her with me to find the wayfarers.”

“I can’t accompany you. I’m bound to Aldo now.”

“I know,” said Jezebel.

“When are we going to tell the princess?”

“Well, that’s going to be a little difficult,” said Jezebel. She explained Aldo’s edict. “I’m sure they’ll allow me inside—I am family after all. But we’re going to have to smuggle you in.”

“Any ideas about how we’re going to manage that?”

“I know exactly how we’re going to do it,” she replied. “But I’m not ready to confront Allison with this yet. I’m exhausted—let’s do it in the morning. We can stay here tonight.”

“Sounds good to me,” said Khaldun.

They took a room on the second floor. Khaldun drifted off to sleep, but Jezebel lay awake. She didn’t know how she was going to break the news to the princess. She couldn’t bear the thought of telling her cousin that she’d have to allow herself to be victimized again.

Jezebel gave up trying to sleep. She climbed out of bed, left the room, and wandered back downstairs. Finding the common room dark and empty, she took a seat at one of the tables.

Her uncle’s tavern had been like a second home to Jezebel her entire life. When she was a little girl, she used to stay here with Trey whenever her parents would let her. But something seemed different about the place tonight. Jezebel couldn’t put her finger on it.

Suddenly there was a noise behind the bar—someone was walking out of the kitchen. Jezebel jumped to her feet, wand drawn.

“Who’s there?!” a voice shouted.

“Trey?” said Jezebel, her heart in her throat.

“Jez,” her uncle replied, emerging from the shadows. “You about gave me a heart attack. I was just taking out the garbage—what are you still doing awake?”

Jezebel retook her seat. “I don’t know. I’ve got a lot on my mind, I guess.” She called fire, lighting the candle in the middle of the table. Trey ambled over and sat across from her.

“It’ll take a little getting used to, seeing you do tricks like that,” he said, indicating the candle. “Tell me about your journey. Vivien said you were headed to the university?”

Jezebel nodded. “We were seeking a great sorcerer. We had some trouble getting there—Henry’s forces were in the way.”

“I’ve heard about him,” said Trey, giving her a dark look. “Folks have come through here, traveling west to get away from that bastard.”

“We ended up hooking north through Arthos to get there. But the sorcerer wasn’t at the university anymore. We went to Highgate right before Henry attacked there, and eventually, we found the sorcerer at a watchtower in the Anthar Mountains.”

“The Anthars,” Trey said, awe in his voice. “That must be a thousand miles from here…”

“More than that, I think. Anyway, the sorcerer wasn’t able to help us, but he sent us to find a witch who could. We went all the way to Northcoast, only to find out that the witch has been here in Spanbrook the whole time.”

“Well, did you find her?”

“We did,” said Jezebel, taking a deep breath.

“And did she help you?”

Jezebel chuckled softly. “Oh, Trey, I don’t know. Allison has a problem, and the witch told us how to solve it. But…”

“You don’t like the solution,” he guessed.

“No. And I don’t think Allison will, either.”

Trey stared at her for a minute, the candle flickering between them. “It’s only been a few months since I saw you last, but you’ve changed, Jez,” he said finally. “You look older. Wiser, maybe. I don’t know what kind of trouble the princess found, but if it’s bad enough to send you halfway around the world, she must truly need your help. Best you can do is tell her what you’ve learned and let her decide. You didn’t make that trip for nothing, did you?”

“Of course not,” Jezebel said with a sigh.

“Things’ll work out,” he said, rising from his seat. “They always do in the end. But you should try to get some sleep. You look exhausted!”

“I will. Thanks, Trey.”

Jezebel returned to her room. Her uncle’s words had soothed her somehow; she fell asleep within minutes. She and Khaldun rose at dawn.

“Before we leave, you need to look… normal,” Jezebel advised him.

“Oh, yes,” he said, holding his hands out in front of him. His skin changed back to its original color, no longer golden.

“Your eyes, too,” she reminded him. As she looked at him, his irises turned deep brown. “That should do it… Let’s go.”

They went downstairs and left the inn. Jezebel led the way across the town. Vendors were setting up their shops in the market. She worried that someone would recognize Khaldun; perhaps he should have disguised himself as someone else. But then she reminded herself that he hadn’t transformed until after they’d left Spanbrook. No one here would know that he was a sorcerer. But given Aldo’s dislike for wayfarers, it would still be best to enter the castle covertly.

They turned north. Close to the wall, they came to a smithy. The blacksmith hadn’t arrived yet. Jezebel walked around to the rear of the building. There was a metal grate in the ground.

“Help me with this,” she said, squatting down. Together they lifted the grate out of the opening, moving it to the side.

“We’re going in, I assume?”

“How astute,” she mumbled.

Jezebel sat on the edge of the opening and jumped. Khaldun landed next to her. She had him lift her onto his shoulders so she could move the grate back into place.

“Which way?” he asked once he’d put her down. They were standing in a tunnel that faded into the darkness to the east and west.

“Follow me,” said Jezebel, heading west.

Khaldun stopped her. “Wait.”

“What is it?”

“I should return to my normal appearance,” he told her. “If I enter the castle like this, Myrddin will detect my spell.”

Jezebel nodded. Khaldun closed his eyes, and slowly his skin turned golden again.

They set out. Jezebel held her wand out in front of her and called a small flame to light their way. They hadn’t reached the castle yet, so she figured this would be safe.

A few minutes later, they came to an intersecting tunnel. Jezebel turned left. Before long, they arrived at a stone wall.

“Now what?” asked Khaldun.

Jezebel pointed straight up, grinning. Above their heads was a circular opening in the ceiling, barely wide enough to admit a person.

“Help me up,” she said.

Khaldun squatted down slightly, lacing his fingers together in front of him. Jezebel held onto his shoulders and placed one foot in his hands. He hoisted her up. Jezebel grabbed the edges of the aperture and scrambled inside. The space was small, no more than a crawlway. She reached down and gave Khaldun a hand climbing up.

They climbed through a hole in the stone wall. Beyond was an opening in the floor. Jezebel dropped through it, Khaldun right behind her. He looked around in amazement.

“I know where we are!” he hissed.

They were standing in an alcove recessed into the corner of a cavernous chamber. A channel ran through the middle, filled with water. Arches spanned the water, steps protruding from their stone faces. There were crews unloading cargo from barges.

“We’re inside the castle—this is where the Ember runs through the building. You brought me here the night… Well, right before the incident with Nomad. This was one of the secret passageways you told me about.”

“Yes, although I never imagined I’d be using it to break into the castle,” she said. “I wish you could make us invisible—we need to get to that far passage, preferably without being seen. Hopefully, if we act like we belong here, they won’t bother us. Come on.”

Jezebel and Khaldun started across the chamber. Before they’d gone twenty feet, someone shouted at them.

“Hey! What are you doing down here?” It was one of the prince’s guards. He’d been hidden by a pile of crates.

“Go!” Jezebel yelled, breaking into a run. But as they drew up to the far wall, six more men came charging down the stairs. Jezebel stopped short. She pointed her wand and called earth, knocking them back. Khaldun grabbed her by the arm, and they dashed toward the water.

Jezebel led the way across one of the arches. She moved slowly, pressing herself against the stone, afraid of falling into the river. Safely on the other side, they pelted across the chamber to the nearest exit. Jezebel turned in time to see a dozen guards giving chase.

“Now can you make us invisible?” she pleaded as they ran up the stairs.

“Might as well,” Khaldun muttered, casting the spell.

They emerged into the courtyard; it was crawling with guards. Badrick, the prince’s master-at-arms, was standing in the center, shouting orders to his men.

“The whole castle’s been alerted to our presence,” said Khaldun. “There must be guards outside the princess’s chambers.”

“We’ll deal with that when we get there,” said Jezebel. “Let’s go.”

They crept along the wall to the armory. Jezebel was about to walk inside when three more guards dashed through the door. She backpedaled after nearly running into them. But she was successful—the guards didn’t touch her.

Inside, she led Khaldun to the far end of the room. She ran through a door into the keep. But as they rounded a corner, Jezebel ran into someone. She backed away a few steps and realized it was Myrddin.

“It’s good to see you again, my lady,” he said. He looked much older than he had before. His face was drawn and haggard. There were dark circles under his eyes. “But I’m afraid we’ll have to take your friend into custody.”

Jezebel pointed her wand and called earth. Nothing happened. She turned and ran, pushing Khaldun in front of her. “Move!”

They charged back through the armory. But as they entered the courtyard, everything went black. Jezebel could see nothing but Khaldun.

“Cancel the magic!” she yelled.

“I’m trying!” he shouted back. “Myrddin’s too strong.”

Suddenly a sheet of golden energy wrapped around Khaldun. The blackness dissipated, and Jezebel saw Myrddin approaching them with a dozen guards.

“I’m sorry, my lady. The prince has prohibited mages from entering the castle. You may see the princess, but I’ll have to confiscate your wand.”

Jezebel knew she had no choice. She handed it over.

“Was your quest successful?” the necromancer asked.

“No,” she lied. “But how do you know I was on a… quest?”

“Her Highness confided in me,” he said, turning to face Khaldun. He snapped his fingers, and the sorcerer rose several inches off the ground. Myrddin strode away, Khaldun floating along behind him. Jezebel followed, along with the guards.

“What are you going to do with him?” she asked, recalling the incident with Nomad.

“It’s up to the prince to decide,” said Myrddin.

“He’s done nothing wrong. We were only going to see the princess.”

“I must do as my prince commands,” Myrddin told her, a note of apology in his voice. “But I don’t think there’s any immediate danger. His Highness plans to let your friend cool his heels for a few days.”

“He already knows we’re here?”

“He’s been expecting him,” said Myrddin, “ever since he became aware of the boy’s true name. I informed him the moment you entered the castle.”

“But how did you know? We used no magic…”

“And that would have worked perfectly against a sorcerer.”

“But why imprison him—he’s bound to Aldo!”

“Bound or not, it would be unwise to allow a sorcerer to wander about the castle in the present circumstances.”

Myrddin led them to the southwest tower, Jezebel begging him the whole way to let Khaldun go free. At the top of the stairs, they came to a chamber enclosed with iron bars. Myrddin moved the sorcerer inside, closing the cell behind him. As the door clanged shut, the perimeter of the enclosure began to glow with golden energy. The spell encasing Khaldun disappeared, and he stood on his own.

“His Highness asked me to prepare this cell after the unfortunate episode with Nomad,” said Myrddin. “The enchantments protecting the chamber seal it against magic.” He locked eyes with Jezebel. “The spells can only be removed by unlocking the door.”

Jezebel stared at him in disbelief. Had he just told her how to free Khaldun?

Myrddin and his entourage started down the stairs. Jezebel looked pleadingly at Khaldun. He merely shrugged. She dashed down the steps after the necromancer.

“Please, let him go! We’ll leave the castle—I promise he won’t come back.” As she said these words, she was already plotting a way to sneak Allison out, too.

“My hands are tied,” said Myrddin. He stopped at the bottom of the stairs and turned to face her. “I will confess that I’ve grown weary of this constant struggle—I desperately wish Aldo would allow me to banish the demon. And I was hoping you’d find a way, even though I’d have no choice but to stop you. If I caught you.” He strode away, leaving Jezebel gaping in his wake.


Chapter 30
Allison


Jezebel ran up to her cousin’s bedchamber. She opened one of the doors slowly, peering inside. Allison was sitting in the bay window. She turned to see who was there.

Jezebel was stunned: Allison looked terrible. Her hair was a mess. It appeared that she hadn’t slept in days; the circles under her eyes were darker than Myrddin’s. But when she laid eyes on Jezebel, she smiled radiantly, and her natural beauty shone through.

Jezebel moved into the room, closing the door behind her. Allison ran to her, uttering a soft cry. She hugged Jezebel tightly. Tears of joy slid down Jezebel’s cheeks.

“Three months,” Allison murmured. “You’ve been gone for three months.”

They held each other for a full minute until Allison pulled away slightly. Jezebel looked deep into her eyes and kissed her passionately.

“I’ve missed you so badly,” Allison said. “There was a commotion, and the guards whisked me away to Myrddin’s tower. I returned only a minute ago. Were you the cause of the fuss?”

“I was—I sneaked into the castle with Khaldun, but Myrddin sensed us.”

“Yes, they’ve forbidden mages from entering—sorcerers in particular. Did you find Enigma?”

Jezebel let out a long sigh. “We did. But this is a long story.” They sat in the bay window, and Jezebel recounted her tale. She told her about their journey from Highgate to the watchtower, the demons locked inside Pytha, Khaldun’s bond to Aldo, Syllith’s house in Northcoast, and tracking the witch to Rockhedge.

“She’s been in Spanbrook this whole time?! That’s incredible… But she does know how to banish the demon… Right?”

“Yes, and she told me how to do it,” said Jezebel. “You’re not going to like this.”

“What? Tell me!”

Jezebel didn’t know how to break the news gently. So she cut to the chase. “You have to make love to Khaldun. That will lure the demon. It will enter his body, and I…” She touched the spike in her pocket. “I will perform a spell to trap it and bring it to Syllith to be destroyed.”

Allison fell silent, giving her a blank stare.

“Did you hear me?” Jezebel asked.

“I… Yes, I heard… But…” she stammered. “My father didn’t want the demon to rape me again… That’s why he refused to allow it. Did Myrddin plan to… himself?”

“Unlikely,” said Jezebel. “Syllith thinks he would have used someone else and opened them to the spirit world. Myrddin would have performed the necessary spell.

“I told Syllith you’d never agree to this. Our only other choice is to leave. The demon will find you eventually, no matter where we go, unless we stay on the move. So I thought we could join the wayfarers…”

“Join the wayfarers?! What are you talking about? We have the solution!”

Jezebel was shocked. “You mean… You want to go through with it?”

“No question.”

“But… I thought…”

“You thought because I’m not interested in men, I wouldn’t want⁠—”

“Allison, we’re talking about rape!”

“Not this time we’re not,” she countered. “I’m entering into this willingly. I understand exactly what’s going to happen, and I want to go through with it. You don’t know what it’s been like here! The monster has tormented me almost incessantly. I have to sleep with guards in the room now, and that only works some of the time. The demon nearly killed one of them last night. Myrddin visits almost daily and does whatever he does… But that only works for a few hours. The demon always returns! It watches me when I bathe, and it follows me to the dining room and the stables… I want this to end! I’ll do anything!”

Allison covered her face with her hands and sobbed. Jezebel moved across the window and pulled her into a hug.

“Why does it have to be Khaldun?” Allison asked once she’d calmed down. “You said Myrddin would have used someone else, so why couldn’t we?”

“Myrddin knows how to open someone’s channels to the spirit world,” Jezebel said. “We don’t—but Khaldun’s are already open. As long as he removes his ring, the demon will have no trouble possessing him.”

“Yes, but that will still be true if I make love to you instead of him. He only needs to be nearby—our lovemaking would still attract the demon, right?”

“Well… yes, I suppose it would…”

“Then let’s do it that way! The demon will still possess Khaldun, and then you can perform the spell!”

Jezebel thought about it for a moment. “I think you’re right—this should work. Syllith doesn’t know we’re lovers, so doing it this way wouldn’t have occurred to her.”

“How soon can we do it?” Allison asked once she’d calmed down.

“Well, that’s going to be a little bit of a problem,” said Jezebel. “Myrddin’s locked Khaldun in the tower—on your father’s orders. He’s sealed the cell against magic. But the strangest thing happened before I came to see you…”

“What?” asked Allison.

“I might have been imagining things, but it almost seemed like Myrddin wants us to do this. He essentially told me how to free Khaldun.”

“He did? How?”

“He said that unlocking the cell removes the magic.”

“That’s easy then,” said Allison. “I know where the keys are!”

“You can’t be serious…”

“Come with me!”

Allison jumped from the window seat and dashed across the room. Jezebel followed her to the other end of the hallway. There was a small room there that served as a guard station. An older man was sitting behind a desk.

“Harold, I need the keys to the southwest tower,” said Allison.

“Not a chance,” the guard replied, shaking his head. “I’m under strict orders from the prince himself. Nobody gets those keys.”

“I am your princess! I demand that you give them to me!”

“I’m sorry, Your Highness,” he said, jumping to his feet and saluting her. “I cannot comply.”

Allison growled in frustration and stormed from the room.

“I’m sorry,” Jezebel muttered to Harold before going after her.

They returned to Allison’s chambers. The princess flopped down in her bed.

“Now what?” Jezebel asked, unsurprised by what had happened.

“We wait until Preston goes on duty,” she said with a grin.

“Who’s Preston?”

“You remember—he’s the young one who’s smitten with me. He requested regular night duty after that first time I saw the demon,” Allison explained.

“Ah yes,” Jezebel said, recalling the boy in question. “I’m sure he’s just hoping to get another glimpse of your breasts.”

Allison giggled. “No doubt. But we can use that to our advantage.”

Jezebel lay down next to her. “Poor Preston.”

“Forget Preston,” Allison said, moving right next to Jezebel. “Poor me. You were gone far too long.”

They kissed. But then Jezebel pulled away.

“What’s wrong?” asked the princess.

“We don’t want to disturb the demon—yet. And besides… We need to talk…”

Jezebel didn’t know where to begin. Allison stared at her, waiting for her to say something.

“What is it?” she asked.

“I was… When we were in Madison… I suppose it’s not important where we were…” she stammered. “I made an awful mistake.”

Allison looked concerned. “What happened?”

“I… Khaldun and I made love.”

Her words seemed to hang in the air between them as if Allison hadn’t heard them yet. Jezebel felt awful as her cousin’s face finally registered comprehension of what she’d said.

“I’m so sorry,” Jezebel pleaded.

“Was that the only time?”

“Yes,” Jezebel said. “I was drunk and…”

Jezebel held her breath for a moment. Allison got out of bed and moved to the window. Jezebel sat up. Allison shook her head and stared out the window. Jezebel hated adding to her pain like this, but she had to tell her the truth.

“We never did it again after that. I was sorely tempted, I’ll confess, but I resisted…”

“Good for you,” Allison said.

“I resisted it because I love you!” Jezebel cried. “I saw us together in the looking glass, and that is the future I want!”

“Perhaps you should have thought about that a little sooner. And what about Khaldun? Do you love him too?”

Jezebel sobbed. “Yes.”

Allison tutted impatiently, returning her gaze out the window. Jezebel sat there for a few minutes, staring at her cousin, crying freely. Allison didn’t move. Jezebel rose from the bed and started to walk out of the room.

“Why did you come back?” Allison asked.

Jezebel stopped in her tracks, turning to face her cousin. “What?”

“If you love him, why did you return? The two of you could have run away together and escaped this insanity.”

Jezebel stared at her in disbelief. “Do you understand nothing? We walked halfway across the continent and back—for you! I can’t count the number of times I nearly lost my life, all to find Enigma and save you from this hell! How can you possibly ask me that?”

Allison didn’t reply. Jezebel strode from the room. She didn’t know where she was going, but she knew she had to get away from Allison. How could things have gone so horribly wrong?

Jezebel went out to the courtyard and sat on the same bench from which she’d watched Allison’s lesson with Badrick so long ago. Sobbing uncontrollably, she thought of how things had been before her journey. She wanted that life back. But she couldn’t blame Allison for being so angry. She knew she’d violated her trust.

Jezebel sat there for a long time, staring at the ground. She didn’t know where else to go. If she walked to the farm, she’d just have to turn around and come back again. She assumed Allison would still go through with the rite.

Suddenly Jezebel looked up. Badrick was walking across the courtyard, toward the stables. Jezebel joined him.

“Welcome back, my lady,” he said gruffly, retrieving his saddle from a hook on the wall. “I’m sorry about your friend. But this business with your cousin seems to be pushing our prince toward madness. I petitioned for the sorcerer’s release, but His Highness will not listen to reason.”

“Thank you for trying,” she replied softly.

He asked her about her travels. Jezebel recounted her story while he saddled his horse. She was careful not to say anything that might lead him to guess her plan, but Badrick seemed most interested in her encounters with Henry and his armies.

A few minutes later, he bade her farewell and rode away. Jezebel followed him out of the stable. She stopped short before she’d taken three steps.

Allison was approaching from across the courtyard. Her hair was wet from a bath, and she was wearing a simple dress. She looked as beautiful as Jezebel had ever seen her.

Allison stopped a few feet away from her. They gazed at each other for several moments, saying nothing. Jezebel didn’t know what to think. Was she here to banish her from the castle? Or to offer her forgiveness? She couldn’t tell from the expression on her face. Jezebel wanted so desperately to be with her, for everything to be how it used to be.

“I’m sorry,” Allison said quietly.

Jezebel closed her eyes, relief filling her very soul. “So am I,” she whispered.

“But I forgive you. I still want to be with you if… if that’s what you want, too.”

Jezebel cried tears of joy. “Yes! Of course, it is!”

Allison hugged her tight, seemingly unconcerned that anyone would see them. Jezebel cried on her shoulder. They held each other until she calmed down, then walked hand-in-hand back inside the keep. The two of them took their supper in the private dining room. Jezebel was struck by how normal this felt. There was no sign here that a demon was haunting her cousin.

After dinner, they returned to Allison’s chambers and waited for Preston’s shift to start. Allison led Jezebel down the hall once it was time. Sure enough, Preston was sitting behind the desk. Jezebel couldn’t get over how young he seemed—she had to remind herself that she wasn’t much older.

“Your Highness!” Preston said, jumping to his feet. He saluted her awkwardly, unable to keep his eyes off of her.

Allison moved into the tiny room. “Relax,” she said, standing very close to him. “I was wondering if I could just borrow the keys to the southwest tower.”

“Oh… Well, you see… I can’t…”

“I know my father has forbidden it,” she said, rolling her eyes as if that were only a minor inconvenience. “But, I’d be forever grateful if you’d overlook that little issue.”

“I’m sorry, Your Highness. I cannot,” he said, seeming to rally himself.

“Please,” Allison cooed, leaning her face in closer to his.

“I… No…”

Allison kissed him. Preston tried feebly to push her away but gave up after only a second or two. Allison kept kissing him and reached between his legs with one hand. Jezebel cleared her throat. Allison pulled away. Preston had turned bright red.

“Did I mention how thankful I would be?” Allison asked. Jezebel could tell she was fighting very hard to stifle a giggle. But Preston gave in.

“You have to promise me that you won’t tell your father about this,” he said.

“I give you my word,” Allison told him solemnly. “And I’ll promote you when I ascend to the throne.”

Preston opened a drawer in the desk and pulled out a ring of keys. He handed them to Allison. “The big one unlocks the chamber at the top of the tower. I assume that’s why you want these.”

Allison smiled at him once more, and they left the room. They ran to Khaldun’s cell. Allison held the keys tight, trying to stop them from jingling.

Khaldun was sitting on the floor. The energy around the enclosure was glowing brighter than ever. He sprang to his feet when he saw them. Allison unlocked the door, and the spell vanished immediately.

“Let’s get out of here before someone catches us,” Jezebel said nervously.

“I’d make myself invisible, but Myrddin would sense it,” said Khaldun.

“Don’t do that!” Jezebel replied. “I think he wants us to succeed, but he did say he’d have to stop us if he caught us. I’m already worried enough that he’ll realize we’ve removed you from the cell.”

They stopped at the guard station. Allison gave the keys back to Preston, and they returned to her chambers.

“There’s been a little change of plans,” Jezebel told Khaldun as she shut the doors. “I’ll be the one making love to the princess—sorry to disappoint you.”

“Then how do we lure the demon into possessing me?” he asked.

“You’ll need to be nearby,” said Allison. “Our actions will still attract the demon. And if you’re here, it’s sure to possess you.”

“You still get to watch,” Jezebel told him with a sly grin.

“Ah… so…” Khaldun said uncomfortably. “When are we…”

“Right now,” said Allison.

“Are you sure?” asked Jezebel. “There’s been no sign of the demon today. Perhaps we should wait until…”

“Until what?” Allison demanded, jumping into bed. “It’ll show up. It always does. Let’s get this over with.” She started unbuttoning her dress.

“I’ll just… wait over here,” Khaldun said, moving toward the bathroom.

“Not too far,” warned Jezebel.

“Wait,” said Khaldun. He took off his ring and handed it to Jezebel.

“Oh, right,” she said, taking it from him and putting it on her finger. It was much too big for her; she put it on her thumb.

“And what about your wand?” Khaldun asked in alarm. “Did you get it back?”

“Oh—yes,” Jezebel lied. “I got it back.”

Allison had removed her clothes. Jezebel climbed into the bed and kissed her passionately. She reached into her pocket and pulled out the spike, keeping it at the ready, and made love to the princess.

After a minute, Jezebel gazed over at Khaldun—he was spellbound, but no change had come over him. The demon had not made an appearance.

Moments later, Allison moaned with pleasure. But an instant later, something went wrong. The princess squealed in pain; Jezebel pulled away. Nothing could have prepared her for what she saw next.

Allison was writhing in agony. She started foaming at the mouth and went into convulsions. Within seconds, her skin began to turn golden.

“I don’t believe it,” Jezebel said with a gasp. “She’s transforming!”

Allison moaned low in her throat. But suddenly there was another noise—a snarl.

Jezebel looked up just before Khaldun’s fist connected with her skull. She tumbled out of bed, dropping the spike. Jezebel tried to get to her feet, but her equilibrium was off, and she saw stars.

She forced herself to focus. Khaldun was removing his clothing, growling the whole time. Jezebel looked around frantically for the spike. She couldn’t see it anywhere.

“I’ve been watching the two of you your entire lives,” Khaldun said. His voice was off—it sounded feral. And his eyes were glowing. “And now I’ll finally have you both.”

He lunged at her. Jezebel tried to dodge, but he grabbed her, spinning her around. He ripped her shirt clean off her body. Jezebel pulled free and ran toward the doors.

But Khaldun tackled her from behind. He threw her to the floor and sat on top of her. With one hand, he squeezed her breast; it felt like he was ripping it off. Jezebel screamed. Khaldun punched her again.

Jezebel’s vision started to go black. She could feel him trying to rip her trousers off. Suddenly she heard the doors opening and turned to see who was there.

It was Preston. He was standing in the doorway, frozen with terror.

“Help!” Jezebel cried, willing herself to stay conscious.

A snarl ripped from Khaldun’s throat. He threw out his hand, and something invisible crashed into Preston, propelling him into the wall across the corridor. The doors slammed shut.

Jezebel screamed again. But suddenly, Khaldun leaned back, howling in rage. Allison was on her feet; she’d thrown her arm around Khaldun’s neck, trying to pull him off her cousin. Jezebel wriggled free, scuttling away from him. She realized Allison was still naked—her entire body had turned golden. The princess looked horrified as she wrestled Khaldun to the floor.

Jezebel scrambled across the room, searching desperately for the spike. She heard Allison scream—turning, she saw that Khaldun had thrown her on her back and was trying to mount her. Allison struggled to push him away.

The spike was nowhere to be seen. Jezebel dropped to her knees and scanned under the bed. Nothing. She looked under the nightstand. It was too dark—she couldn’t see a thing. She clutched it with both hands and toppled it over. And there it was: the golden spike was lying on the stone floor.

Jezebel grabbed it and raced across the room. Khaldun was on top of Allison—he had her arms pinned with one hand, trying to pry her legs apart with the other. Jezebel wasted no time. She lunged forward and embedded the spike in Khaldun’s shoulder.

Khaldun fell to his side, howling in pain. But his voice was normal now.

“What did you do?!” he demanded, trying in vain to pull the spike out of his flesh.

“Khaldun?” asked Jezebel.

“Yes—the demon left my body right before you stabbed me. What were you trying to accomplish? You can’t harm a specter that way!”

“No, of course,” Jezebel said anxiously. “Let me do that.” She yanked the spike out of Khaldun’s shoulder and pocketed it before he could see what she had.

“Where is it?” asked Allison, scrambling to her feet and frantically searching around the room. “Where did the demon go?” She made no attempt to cover her nakedness, so fearful was she.

“I don’t know,” said Jezebel, edging toward the doors. “But I fear we’ve missed our chance. Perhaps I should go get Myrddin—this has gotten out of hand.”

“No!” said Khaldun. “He’ll incarcerate me again, and we’ll never be able to end this!”

“What do you suggest we do?” demanded Allison. “We failed. I’ll leave the castle and join the wayfarers. There’s no other choice now!”

Suddenly there was a growling sound. It seemed to come from the walls. The three of them looked around anxiously.

“Where did that come from?” asked Jezebel.

“There,” said Allison, pointing across the room. “Inside that wall!”

“No,” countered Khaldun. “It was over here, by the bed.”

“Enough of this. I’m going for Myrddin,” said Jezebel.

She opened the door and spotted Preston lying unconscious on the floor. But something ripped the door out of her hand, slamming it shut again. Jezebel backed away with a little scream.

There was another growling noise, louder this time. Jezebel huddled together with Allison and Khaldun in the middle of the room. A shadow grew out of the floor, right in front of the doors. It loomed over them, filling Jezebel with cold and dread. Suddenly it reached out with one arm and lifted her into the air.

Jezebel screamed. But the shadow muffled the noise like a thick fog. She felt its icy touch caressing her body. Faintly, as if from a great distance, she heard Khaldun’s voice uttering some sort of spell. And suddenly, the shadow crackled with energy. She felt its tingle along her skin. But the demon reached out and threw Khaldun across the room. He crashed into the wall and fell to the floor.

The shadow disappeared again, dropping Jezebel. She landed on her stomach on the cold stone but jumped immediately to her feet. Allison was next to her. Jezebel pressed against her, scanning the room to see where the demon would show up next.

Allison grabbed her hand, lacing her fingers into Jezebel’s. Jezebel squeezed her tight. But with her other hand, Allison reached out and fondled her breasts. Jezebel stared at her cousin in sheer terror. Allison’s eyes were glowing red. The demon had possessed her.

“NO!” Jezebel screamed, trying to free her hand and get away. But Allison grabbed her and tossed her onto the bed. Jezebel attempted to scurry away, but the princess jumped onto the bed, mounting her.

“I’ll taste you this way, you little slut,” said Allison, her voice a snarl.

She lowered her head to Jezebel’s, plunging her tongue inside her mouth. Jezebel tried to turn away, but Allison kissed her hungrily. The princess bit Jezebel’s bottom lip, piercing the skin. Jezebel tasted blood. She screamed, trying to push Allison off of her.

Suddenly the princess sat up and gasped.

“Allison?” asked Jezebel.

Allison stared down at her, fear and confusion in her face. “What happened?”

“The demon possessed you!” said Jezebel. “Don’t you remember?”

But at that moment, a shadow appeared behind the princess, moving closer. It was Khaldun. With a snarl, he ripped Allison away from Jezebel, throwing her to the floor. Allison scampered away, but Khaldun grabbed her, turning her onto her stomach and trying to mount her from behind.

Jezebel sat up and pulled the spike out of her pocket, grasping it tightly in one hand. “NO!” she yelled. “Leave her alone! Take me instead!”

Khaldun turned, staring at her with his glowing eyes. He roared like an animal, rose to his feet and dove into the bed. Grabbing Jezebel by the throat, he pinned her to the bed, climbing on top of her. As he kissed her on the mouth, Jezebel caressed his back with one hand. With her other hand, she plunged the spike into his shoulder.

Khaldun straightened up and froze, releasing his grip on her. Allison ran over and tried to pull him off of her cousin, but knocked him off the bed in the process. He landed on his side on the floor. Jezebel jumped off the bed. Allison stared down at Khaldun, shaking uncontrollably.

Jezebel dropped to her knees beside him. “Identify yourself,” she commanded.

“I am Tamalan of Highgate,” Khaldun said, his voice wrong.

Allison stared incredulously at Jezebel. “Who?”

Jezebel shrugged.

Khaldun groaned. “And Myrddin of Spanbrook.”


Chapter 31
Long Shadow


Jezebel couldn’t believe her ears. She must have heard wrong.

“Tamalan and… Myrddin?”

“Tamalan of Highgate and Myrddin of Spanbrook.”

Jezebel reached across Khaldun’s body and yanked the spike free. It was hot. Khaldun stirred, rolled onto his back, and groaned. “What happened?” he asked weakly.

Jezebel told him everything. Allison went to the bed and wrapped herself in a sheet.

“Myrddin,” Khaldun whispered, shocked.

Jezebel put her shirt back on, tattered though it was.

“I don’t understand,” said Allison. “What does that mean? How can it be two demons—and what’s Myrddin got to do with it?”

“To become a necromancer, a sorcerer has to bind his soul to a demon, relinquishing his power to it,” Khaldun explained.

“And a demon is just the spirit of a dead sorcerer or necromancer,” Jezebel added.

“When a sorcerer undergoes the rite, his soul merges with the demon. They become one single entity,” Khaldun concluded.

“Myrddin’s demon has been haunting you,” Jezebel told her. “He’s the one that raped you.”

“But that can’t be,” said Allison, shaking her head. “Myrddin wouldn’t do that to me… This is impossible!”

Jezebel stared at her cousin, not knowing what to say. This was difficult for her to believe, too. She felt that there must be some other explanation—Myrddin had always treated the princess like family.

And at that moment, another realization hit Jezebel. It was already clear that Allison had undergone the metamorphosis into a sorcerer. But Jezebel thought back to the vision she’d seen of their wedding day, recalling the way Allison had seemed to glow. And she finally understood. Allison’s skin had reflected the sunlight as only a sorcerer’s could. But it shouldn’t have been possible for Allison to become a sorcerer…

Suddenly the doors burst open. Aldo charged into the room with six of his guards. “What the hell is going on here?” he demanded, shaking with a cold fury.

Khaldun rose unsteadily to his feet, still naked. The scene reminded Jezebel forcefully of the last time a sorcerer had entered this chamber. She locked eyes with Allison as a terrible thought occurred to her: Aldo knew Khaldun’s true name.

“SOMEONE ANSWER ME!” Aldo roared.

“We captured the demon,” Jezebel said, showing him the spike. “It won’t be able to haunt Allison ever again. Syllith is going to destroy it.”

“Explain to me why this man and my daughter are standing here without any clothes on!” he shouted.

Allison stared at Khaldun. And at that moment, the full danger of the situation seemed to dawn on her, too.

“Father, you have to understand—what we did was necessary to trap the demon! Khaldun did nothing wrong! You mustn’t…”

“How did he escape his cell?” Aldo yelled. “He raped you, didn’t he?!”

“Khaldun didn’t do anything!” Jezebel told him.

“Jez—no!” shouted Allison.

Jezebel didn’t want to inflict Aldo’s wrath upon Myrddin, either, but she wasn’t about to let Khaldun take the fall. “It was Myrddin’s demon,” she told him. “That’s who attacked your daughter, Your Highness —not Khaldun!”

“Myrddin… What is this nonsense? What are you talking about?”

“A sorcerer has to bind his soul to a demon to become a necromancer,” Khaldun told him.

“I know that! Guards—where is my necromancer right now?”

“Probably in his tower,” one of them replied.

Aldo left the room. “Come with me—all of you!” he called back.

The guards ran after him. Khaldun and Allison rushed to put their clothes back on before the three of them followed. They hurried down the stairs, caught up with Aldo in the courtyard, and hurried up the stairs to Myrddin’s chamber.

The necromancer was sitting at his desk, his head in his hands. A woman was standing across from him. Jezebel didn’t know if it was Gemma or Camilla—she could never tell the two witches apart. But she turned around, and Jezebel realized it was Syllith.

“What the hell are you doing here?” Aldo demanded. “I thought I made it clear that you are unwelcome.”

“He summoned me,” she said, indicating Myrddin. “Something about the security of the princedom. I flew here immediately; I arrived only a moment ago.”

The necromancer looked up. He appeared diminished somehow. His face was more drawn than ever. And Jezebel realized with a shock that his irises had turned blood red.

“Is it true?” Aldo asked him, disgust on his face. “It’s been your demon haunting my daughter?”

Syllith gasped; Myrddin nodded slowly. He didn’t seem to be in his right mind.

“It’s true. I never wanted to become a necromancer. But I was left with little choice. When Newberry attacked during Albany’s reign, I wasn’t strong enough to defeat their mages. They commanded so many…

“I’d discovered Tamalan of Highgate at Rockhedge. He was one of Nyro’s sorcerers—he’d been powerful in his day. I bound his spirit. And with that power, I defeated Newberry and protected Albany.

“I thought I could control the demon. And for decades, I was successful. But it grew stronger over time—Leda was the one who initially forced me to realize it.”

“Leda?!” Aldo bellowed. “What does my wife have to do with this?”

“I am so sorry… Her Highness and I had an affair…”

Aldo snapped. He flew across the room, shouting unintelligibly. Syllith and two of the guards had to stop him from diving across the desk at Myrddin.

“Father!” Allison yelled. “Master yourself!”

The prince backed off, yanking his arms away from the guards.

“It started after Allison was born,” Myrddin continued, gazing at her fondly as if he hadn’t noticed Aldo’s eruption. “I regularly slipped a potion into Her Highness’s drink to prevent pregnancy.”

“That’s why my mother never had any more children!” said Allison. Aldo wailed with despair.

“But one day, tragedy struck. My demon possessed me as I made love to Leda. Using me, it raped her, committing unspeakable acts. Naturally, the princess was terrified. When it was over, she told me what had happened. Leda knew I was losing control. She insisted that I tell Aldo.

“But I could never admit to my prince what I’d done. And I believed I could regain control of the specter. I broke off the affair and modified Leda’s memory. I made her forget the incident.”

“You fool!” Syllith scolded him. “The university banned those spells for a reason!”

“I know,” Myrddin said, bowing his head. “And they were right. The charm I used made Leda sick in mind and body. It wasn’t long before she lost the ability to recognize her own family.”

“You did that?!” Aldo said in a hoarse whisper. “You killed my Leda?”

Myrddin nodded sadly. “I never meant to harm her—I loved her. And for years after that, I kept the demon in check.

“But Leda was right. The monster was too powerful. When I watched Allison and Jezebel venture out to the Devil’s Wood, I lost control again. The demon sensed Allison’s energy when she used the spirit board, and it went berserk. It had tasted the pleasures of the flesh when I was with Leda. And now it yearned to do so again. It took me hours to rein in the beast.

“Matters only grew worse. It wasn’t long before the demon acquired the ability to act without my knowledge. When the wayfarers came to perform, it knew a sorcerer had entered the castle. Nomad’s ring prevented it from locating him. But it saw him with my eyes and possessed him. I didn’t become aware of the rape until it left Nomad’s body.

“And at that moment, I knew I had to destroy the demon. I explained the rite to Aldo and begged him to allow me to perform it. But he refused.”

“Wait a minute,” said Syllith. “If you’d done it, you would have lost your powers.”

“A small price to pay to protect the princess,” said Myrddin. “It was a step I was prepared to take.”

“But how would you have explained your loss to His Highness?” asked Syllith. “Would you have admitted the truth?”

“I could have attributed it to being overpowered by the demon,” he replied. “His Highness never would have known what really happened.

“I did my best to keep the monster away from the princess. But it found ways around my protections. I began to despair until I learned of Jezebel’s quest. I hoped against hope that she would find a way.

“When they returned today, I had no choice—I had to inform the prince. He’d ordered me to report to him directly if any mage attempted to enter the castle. But I dropped hints to Jezebel. It would seem she correctly interpreted the clues I provided her. She freed the sorcerer without my knowledge and prevented him from using magic for a time. But then I sensed him casting a spell inside Her Highness’s chambers, and I alerted my prince.

“I lost track of the demon today. But I became aware of its presence inside the sorcerer when Jezebel drove the spike into his flesh. I knew that they’d succeeded, and I was happy.”

Everyone stood in silence for a minute. Aldo stared at Myrddin in utter disbelief. But suddenly, he cried out, “Myrddin Longshadow—I name thee!”

“Father—NO!” Allison screamed.

It was too late. Myrddin fell to the floor, howling in pain. Fire consumed him from the inside out. In seconds the necromancer was gone.

“Everyone out,” Aldo said quietly. “I want to talk to my daughter and my niece alone.” He sat at Myrddin’s desk as the others filed out of the chamber. When they were gone, he motioned the girls to the chairs.

They sat down. Jezebel shot Allison a questioning look. Allison shrugged. The three of them sat in silence. Suddenly Aldo broke down and sobbed.

“Father…”

He held up his hand to stop her, trying to regain his composure. “I am so sorry,” he said, tears streaming down his cheeks. “It is my duty to protect this princedom, yet I failed to save my wife and daughter from that necromancer. You two were forced to move on without Leda in your lives. It is clear that I am not fit to rule.”

“Father, don’t say that,” Allison pleaded. “That’s not true…”

He continued as if she hadn’t spoken. “I was too busy managing the vassals, negotiating trade agreements…” He sobbed, unable to go on for a moment. “I never told Leda how much I loved her. Maybe if I’d told her…” He looked directly at Allison. “I have always loved you, my daughter. You are my whole world, and I am so proud of you. And you, my niece—you have always been like a second child to me. I am so grateful for the way you’ve taken care of Allison. I don’t know what we would have done without you.”

Allison moved around the desk and hugged her father, crying on his shoulder. Jezebel felt uncomfortable—she knew she didn’t belong here.

But a second later, Aldo asked to be alone. Jezebel and Allison left him in the chamber. They descended the stairs, but as they arrived at the bottom of the tower, someone outside screamed. Jezebel ran into the courtyard to find out what was happening.

And that’s when she saw it. Aldo was lying on the stone, flat on his back. Blood was pooling by his head. A few passersby had run over to him. Allison screamed and staggered to his side. She dropped to her knees, taking his hand in hers.

Jezebel realized this was the exact vision she’d seen in the looking glass. And at that moment, she discovered that she knew Khaldun’s true name.


Chapter 32
Princess


News of Aldo’s death spread throughout the castle. A black flag was flown over the keep to notify the citizens of Spanbrook that their prince had passed away. Oswald told Allison, Jezebel, and Syllith that there would be a conference with the prince’s advisers the following morning.

Jezebel and Allison retired to the princess’s chambers once the commotion had settled down. They changed into their nightgowns and lay in bed. Allison cried for a long time. Jezebel held her. She shared her grief, though she knew it wasn’t as intense. Both of her parents still lived. Now Allison had none.

“I don’t understand it,” the princess said softly.

“Which part?” Jezebel asked.

“How can I be a sorcerer? I’ve never done magic.”

Jezebel could provide no answer. She didn’t understand it herself. Only someone who had inherited magic from both parents could become a sorcerer. She knew Allison had magical blood on her mother’s side. Robert had told Jezebel there was no magic in his family, yet Allure had sounded certain that Jezebel had inherited magic from both of her parents. Allison’s transformation seemed to prove her correct about Robert’s side of the family.

Allison fell asleep in Jezebel’s arms. It felt good to be home, Jezebel thought, despite everything that had happened.

They woke early the next morning. Once they had dressed, they headed directly for the great hall. Oswald, Badrick, Camilla and Gemma, Syllith, and Khaldun were already there. Jezebel feared she knew precisely what was coming. And she desperately wished it didn’t have to happen so soon. Her cousin deserved more time to grieve, at the very least.

Allison and Jezebel took the two chairs the others had left for them, Allison at the head of the table and Jezebel to her right. Jezebel found her wand sitting on the table in front of her.

Oswald rose to his feet. “Good morning, everyone, and thank you for coming. The purpose of this meeting is to invoke the rite of succession and name the new ruler of Spanbrook. This is mostly a formality, as circumstances have already dictated a clear course of action.

“Princess Allison was Prince Aldo’s sole heir. However, as she is no longer eligible to rule, the throne must pass to⁠—”

“Excuse me?” said Allison. “What do you mean, ‘no longer eligible’?”

“Sorcerers and necromancers are forbidden from sitting upon any throne,” Syllith told her.

Allison was stunned. “But… This is madness! I am Aldo’s only offspring—our line has ruled Spanbrook for centuries. You don’t have the power to remove me…”

“I’m afraid that’s not correct,” said Oswald. “As steward, it is my sole responsibility to oversee the rite of succession. Typically, the naming of an heir is simply a legal matter. However, because Myrddin served Spanbrook, Gemma formalized Aldo’s line using the ancient rites to ensure the necromancer’s bond passed to his heirs. And in this case, Jezebel must ascend to the throne, with her sister Emma as heir apparent.”

Jezebel had known this was coming ever since becoming aware of Khaldun’s true name. But Allison was shocked. She looked back and forth between Oswald and Jezebel, her eyes wide.

“Jezebel Barclay, do you accept the position of ruling princess of Spanbrook?” Oswald asked.

“I do,” she said quietly, staring down at the table.

“And do the court mages swear fealty to Princess Jezebel?”

“I do,” Gemma and Camilla said in turn.

“As do I,” said Khaldun.

“Very well. Your Highness, at this point rule of the princedom officially passes to you. The coronation will memorialize your ascension to the throne in front of the people of Spanbrook.”

“Thank you,” Jezebel murmured.

“We will meet in the coming days so that I might familiarize you with the duties of your office. In the meantime, I will continue to attend to the business of the princedom on your behalf, with your permission, of course.”

“Yes, please,” she replied.

“And Your Highness, we should discuss plans for establishing a standing army as soon as your schedule allows,” said Badrick. “With Myrddin’s passing, the landscape has changed dramatically.”

“Indeed,” Syllith murmured.

Jezebel nodded.

“Your Highness, I offer my services to you as well,” said Syllith, “for the short term, at least. Your court sorcerer will need training.”

“Enigma taught me how to conjure properly,” said Khaldun. “To stop thinking like a wizard, I mean.”

“You can replicate any magic you perceive, but you lack experience,” said Syllith. “You still have much to learn, and I can teach it to you. In the fullness of your power, your presence will keep Spanbrook strong—which is essential to maintain stability in this region.

“Also, I’m still curious how Myrddin learned the rite of necromancy—I should like to conduct some research in your library, if you approve, Your Highness.”

“Yes, definitely,” she said, feeling somewhat overwhelmed at being thrust into this position of power so suddenly. It was strange to hear the honorifics and know they were referring to her.

“Very well,” said Syllith. “I will begin my duties as soon as I return from the university—we must transport your cousin there as soon as possible.”

“What?!” Allison demanded, standing in alarm. “What are you talking about?”

“You’re an unbound sorcerer,” Syllith told her. “Henry will attempt to acquire you if he learns of your transformation. We cannot allow that to happen. I will bring you to the university to be bound, and there you will begin your studies.”

“I don’t want to go to the university—why can’t I stay here?” Allison demanded, panic in her voice. “Jezebel, don’t let them take me away!”

“Can you bind her to me?” Jezebel asked. “I know two sorcerers are not customarily allowed to serve the same ruler, but Enigma made an exception for Khaldun.”

“I cannot speak to Enigma’s decision,” said Syllith. “But the university strictly forbids the binding of more than one sorcerer to the same conjurnor.”

“But you’ve defied the university before,” Jezebel pointed out.

“I did so only because I feared that Nyro and the Sacred Circle still existed—and that Henry would attempt to control them. And if he obtains a sorcerer, that’s exactly what he’ll do.”

Jezebel realized that Enigma must have foreseen Myrddin’s death. He’d said that Spanbrook would need Khaldun—that was the only explanation for his willingness to violate the interdiction.

“Not only that,” said Oswald, “but no member of a ruling family who undergoes the metamorphosis is ever allowed to serve her native princedom.”

“That’s correct,” Syllith agreed. “Allison will probably be bound to someone at the university. But she may enter the service of one of the other princedoms.”

Allison stared at the two of them in dismay. “Are you saying that I’m never coming back to Spanbrook? How can you do this? I grew up in this castle—this is my home! You can’t take me away from here forever—Jezebel, tell them they can’t do this!”

Jezebel already knew everything they’d said was right, but she hadn’t thought it through. The reality of the situation hit her hard. She might never see Allison again.

“I’m sorry,” she said, a tear rolling down her cheek.

“NO!” Allison wailed. “HE didn’t train at the university,” she shouted, pointing at Khaldun, “and he’s allowed to stay here. Why can’t I?”

“The situation is completely different,” said Syllith. “He’s bound to the princess. Whatever Enigma’s rationale, the deed is done. And in any event, I’ve never performed the rite of binding. We must get you to the university right away.”

Allison was crying freely now. “Can’t I at least stay until Jezebel’s coronation? And my father’s funeral?”

“No,” said Oswald. “It will take several days to prepare Aldo’s service. And the coronation won’t take place for weeks. Your presence here severely jeopardizes our security.”

“I agree,” said Syllith. “Henry may well have spies in Spanbrook. We should depart after sunset.”

“What?! You mean tonight?”

“Yes,” said Syllith. “Flying with the cover of darkness, it’ll only take a matter of hours to get you to safety.”

Allison stared at her in disbelief.

“That should conclude our business this morning,” said Oswald. “Unless anyone has any objections… Very well.”

Allison ran from the hall, crying hysterically. Badrick huddled with the two witches, and Syllith went to talk with Khaldun. But Oswald pulled Jezebel aside.

“Your Highness, it is now imperative that you select a husband and produce an heir,” he said.

“Now is not the time⁠—”

“I beg to differ,” he said. “Your cousin’s stubborn delay caused the end of Aldo’s direct line. If you should make the same mistake, the princedom will fall into the hands of a lesser lord. We must not allow that.”

Jezebel knew he was right. But she didn’t want to think about it right now. “Can you send a messenger to my parents?” she asked. “I haven’t seen them since my return. They’ll need to be informed of… Well, everything.”

“Right away, Your Highness.”

She parted his company and waited for Syllith to finish her discussion with Khaldun.

“I need to speak with Syllith for a moment,” she said to Khaldun. “Alone.”

He nodded and left the hall.

“Your Highness?” asked Syllith.

“First of all, I need to give you this,” she said, handing her the golden spike. It was still hot.

“Yes, of course,” Syllith replied, taking it from her. “I will take care of this at once.”

“Also… There’s something I’d like to do for Allison before she leaves,” said Jezebel. She explained the idea she’d had.

Syllith smiled. “I think I can help you with that. I’ll need to fetch something from my camp, but I’ll return soon.”

After that, Jezebel went to find her cousin. Allison was in her chambers, lying in bed, utterly disconsolate. Jezebel tried to talk to her, but she made no response.

Twenty minutes later, there was a knock on the door. It was Syllith. Jezebel moved into the corridor, closing the door behind her. Syllith handed her a heavy velvet pouch. Jezebel looked inside.

“How does this work?” she asked. “Is it like a normal one?”

“For the most part. You both need to touch it directly, but the interaction is much more lifelike.”

“Thank you,” said Jezebel.

“Good luck,” Syllith replied. “And please have Allison in the courtyard immediately after sunset.”

Jezebel nodded and went inside. She sat before the hearth and placed the contents of the pouch on the floor in front of her.

“What’s that?” Allison asked, sitting up in bed.

“Come and have a look,” Jezebel suggested.

Allison slid out of bed and moved across the room. A smile lit her face. “Is this safe to use now?” she asked, sitting next to Jezebel.

“I don’t see why not,” said Jezebel. “The demon’s gone, so contacting your mother shouldn’t present any danger.”

The board in front of them was black and unadorned.

“There’s no planchette,” Allison observed.

Jezebel placed the fingers of one hand upon the wood. “We both have to touch it,” she said. Allison reached out with one hand. “We want to speak with Leda of Spanbrook. Are you with us?”

For a moment, nothing happened. Jezebel felt stupid, even though she knew this should work. But suddenly, the air in front of them began to shimmer. The image of a woman formed above the board, as large as life. She was tall and slender, with long, golden hair. Her face resembled Allison’s, but with softer features. Jezebel had forgotten how beautiful she’d been before she fell ill.

Allison gasped. “Mom?”

“Hello, Allison,” the woman said with a smile.

“I miss you,” Allison said, tears welling up in her eyes. “I miss you so much.”

“I will always be inside your heart,” said Leda. “And I have to say that I often wondered if you might become a mage.”

“What? Why?” asked Allison.

“You have sorcerer blood in your veins,” she replied. “Both of you.”

“How?” asked Jezebel, shocked by this revelation.

Leda sighed and smiled. “Myrddin was your great-grandfather.”

“What?!” they both said.

Leda chuckled. “After the defeat of Newberry, Prince Albany was seldom home. He was on the road for months at a time, rebuilding the princedom. The princess was lonely. She gave Albany a son but never told him that Myrddin was Allain’s father. Robert and Aldo never knew their grandfather was a necromancer. And Myrddin was much more careful in the future. He invented a potion to magically block conception.”

Stunned silence greeted this pronouncement. But now Jezebel understood: Allison was able to transform because she had inherited magic from both of her parents.

“How dare he,” Allison whispered. “I misjudged his character…”

“Don’t think of him too harshly,” Leda said. “He saved the princedom. And the life of a court mage can often be a lonely one. Myrddin was only human.”

“Mom,” said Allison, taking a deep breath. “Did you love Father?”

“Yes,” Leda answered, smiling. “Always.”

“But then… Why the affair?”

Leda sighed. “Aldo and I started to drift apart after you were born. He was busy with the princedom, and I was focused on raising you. I couldn’t bear to leave my child with a nursemaid the way most nobles do.

“And Myrddin was a constant presence, always by my side during your father’s absences. I suppose it was fated.”

“But you married for love,” said Allison.

“Oh yes,” Leda agreed. “Aldo swept me off my feet.”

“I…” A tear slipped down Allison’s cheek. “Why couldn’t he understand that I wanted the same thing? He tried to force me into marriage… All he cared about was preserving his line!”

Leda smiled at her. “Do you remember when you first learned to ride a horse?”

“Of course I do—how is that relevant?”

“You were too small to reach the saddle on your own. Your father had to lift you. But one day, you figured out how to climb the stall to get onto your horse. Aldo forbade you from ever doing that again. He was afraid you’d fall.”

“I remember… But that’s how I always used to do it. He never forbade me⁠—”

“He did, but you wouldn’t listen. And many times, you did fall—but you always got up and tried again. It pained your father greatly to watch you struggle, but you refused his help. He came to accept that you had to be allowed to do things your way.

“Aldo was a stubborn man. And I know he pressured you to continue his line. But he loved you dearly, and ultimately he would have accepted whatever choice you made.”

With her final words, Leda nodded toward Jezebel. Allison cried. “I love you, Mom.”

Leda smiled. “I have to go now, Allison. I won’t be able to come back like this anymore. But remember, I will always be with you.”

“Goodbye,” Allison whispered. “I’ll never forget you.” Leda faded away.

Allison sat there for several minutes, crying quietly. Jezebel thought about what Leda had told them. Myrddin’s blood explained her magic, as well. And it accounted for the fondness he’d always shown both girls.

Jezebel thought back on her relationship with the princess. She recalled their very first encounter and the sense of danger and excitement she’d felt. And she remembered the night they first tried to contact Leda, when Allison had revealed her true feelings for Jezebel. At that time, Jezebel had been so caught up worrying about which man she would marry, she’d never considered the possibility of spending her life with Allison. The idea had surprised her. She reflected on the irony: now, the princess was the only one she wanted.

Allison rose to her feet and walked back to her bed. Jezebel replaced the board in its pouch before lying by her side.

“I wish I didn’t have to leave,” Allison said quietly. “Now, your vision will never come true.”

“You never know,” said Jezebel. “I realized yesterday that you were a sorcerer in that vision. Perhaps the rest of it will happen, too.”

“Would you have married me if I stayed?”

“Without hesitation,” Jezebel said with a big smile.

They lay together in silence for a while. Jezebel reflected how truly happy she felt with her. She wished this could last forever. The thought of Allison undergoing the rite of binding terrified her. Enigma had almost lost Khaldun; what if they couldn’t bring Allison back? The thought was too much to bear.

But… did Allison know that the rite would involve her death and resurrection? Jezebel doubted it, but she didn’t have the heart to break it to her after all the other horrible revelations. Allison might never forgive her for not warning her, but Jezebel felt it would be cruel to do so under the present circumstances.

“Everything is happening so quickly,” Allison said. “For my entire life, I assumed that one day I would inherit the princedom. Father groomed me for it—the lessons with my tutors and my training with Badrick were meant to prepare me to rule. I’d never imagined any other future. But now I’m leaving completely.”

“The university isn’t so bad,” Jezebel consoled her. “I met some of the governors, and I read some of the texts… To be honest, I’m a little jealous.”

“Truly?”

“Yes—I started to think that maybe I could go there. I would have returned to Spanbrook when I was done, of course...”

Allison sighed. “I wouldn’t mind this so much if I could return. It wouldn’t matter to me which of us became the ruling princess, so long as we could marry.”

“You know, I didn’t think of that…”

“What?”

“This will take some getting used to…”

“What?”

“I’m the ruling princess now,” said Jezebel. “That means I’m the one in charge. So if I want to go off and visit you at the university for a while, nobody can stop me.”

“You have a princedom to run now; you can’t just disappear…”

“Why not? Your father spent a month touring the countryside, and everything was fine. And Oswald is running things for me until I learn how—he could do it again.”

“But Father had Myrddin,” Allison reminded her.

“True. But I’ve got Khaldun. I’ll have to wait until he trains up a bit. But I will come to visit as soon as I can.”

Allison embraced her. Despite what she’d said, Jezebel knew this might be the last time she’d ever see Allison. They made love more passionately than ever—as if they were trying to squeeze a lifetime together into the span of a few hours.

But much too soon, her bliss came to an end. Allison got dressed and got to work packing her things. For a moment, Jezebel thought she saw a golden glow in the corner of the room—reminding her of the encounters she’d had out in the woods at the university so long ago. When she looked again, it was gone, but suddenly she heard a sound like tinkling bells.

“I’ll be watching you, Princess,” a voice said in her head. “May the experience always prove so… provocative.” Although the voice was not audible, Jezebel thought it sounded distinctly female.

“Who are you? Allure? And why would you have any interest in me?” she asked quietly, pushing aside her exasperation that the woman had watched her making love to Allison.

“I know what you saw in the looking glass,” the voice said. It did not sound like Allure—this voice was deeper. “I’ve seen it too. We’ll meet again, you and I.”

Somehow, Jezebel sensed that the presence had departed.

“What did you say?” Allison asked.

“Nothing,” she replied. “I was talking to myself.”

Jezebel escorted Allison outside to the courtyard after sunset. Syllith was waiting for her there, the carpet spread taut on the ground. Allison regarded it apprehensively.

“Do you think you could make one stop before you leave?” Jezebel asked.

“I don’t think that would be wise…”

“Just to bring me to my parents’ farm,” Jezebel said. “It isn’t far—and it’s on the way.”

Syllith sighed. “I guess I could do that. Let’s go.”

The witch placed Allison’s bag in the center of the carpet. She positioned the girls near the edges before sitting at the front. Staff in hand, Syllith spoke words of command. Allison screamed as the carpet rose high in the air and shot into the eastern sky.

They reached the farm in no time. Syllith set them down in front of the barn. Allison got to her feet and hugged Jezebel tight.

“I love you,” Jezebel whispered. “Forever.”

Allison only whimpered in reply.

Syllith had her sit in the middle of the rear edge, and they took off again. Jezebel watched for several seconds until the carpet disappeared into the night.

She walked to the house and found her father on the porch. Robert was sitting in his rocker, smoking his pipe. He nodded to her as Jezebel took the opposite chair. They sat for a while, gazing at the stars. Jezebel was grateful for the silence.

She tried to wrap her mind around everything that had happened, with Myrddin and Henry—and the demons trying to escape Pytha. And she missed Allison. The irony of her removal from Spanbrook was too cruel to fathom. It was difficult to believe that she was the princess now. Things certainly hadn’t turned out the way she’d expected. She’d been right when she left the farm: life would never be the same.

“I reckon there’s a storm coming,” Robert said eventually. Jezebel looked up—there wasn’t a cloud in the sky. “I don’t mean the weather. I can see it in your face.”

Jezebel heaved a sigh. “You always know what I’m thinking.”

“You want to talk about it?”

Jezebel shook her head. “Not now. For tonight, I just want to be your little girl again.”

Robert drew on his pipe. “You’ll always be that,” he said.

To be continued…


Sorcerer


Chapter 1
Court Mage


Khaldun left the great hall, feeling lost. So much had changed in so little time. Khaldun had gone from prisoner to court mage, Jezebel from farmer to princess, and Allison from princess and heir apparent to sorcerer. None of this seemed real. He wandered across the courtyard but didn’t know where he was going. Fortunately, Oswald approached him.

“Do you have a moment, my lord?” he asked.

“Lord?” Khaldun chuckled. “That’s not right. I don’t own any land.”

“The honorific does apply primarily to landowners, but is also used for people in authority such as yourself now that you are Spanbrook’s chief mage.”

“If you say so. But please just call me Khaldun.”

“As you wish, my lord. If you would come with me I will show you to your chambers.” Oswald hurried off toward the northwestern tower, Khaldun in his wake. He produced a great skeleton key and handed it to Khaldun. “This is yours now. It opens every lock in the castle.”

Khaldun took the key and unlocked the door, holding it open for Oswald. The steward led him up the spiral steps to Myrddin’s office—no, Khaldun corrected himself—his office, now.

“You’ve got this level for official business, as well as living quarters on the upper floor. We’ve had the staff tidy up and remove Myrddin’s personal effects, although that amounted to very little. Everything that remains is yours now.”

Khaldun gazed around the room. Thick carpets covered the stone floor. There was a large desk with a crystal ball sitting on its stand in one corner. A cabinet full of glass bottles and vials stood against the far wall. Directly across from the desk was an enormous fireplace. There were four narrow windows, each facing a cardinal direction, and torches in their sconces between them.

“Is there anything you require, my lord?” Oswald asked.

“No, I don’t think so,” Khaldun replied.

Oswald bowed slightly, heading back toward the steps, but then stopped. “My lord… Might I ask for your assistance in a delicate matter?”

“Of course.”

“We must urge Her Highness to choose a mate and produce an heir as quickly as possible,” Oswald began. It took Khaldun a moment to remember that he was referring to Jezebel, not Allison. “Only then can we ensure that Spanbrook remains in the Barclay family. I’m not sure that Her Highness fully grasps the urgency. But I know the two of you are, ah, close. Perhaps if you were to have a word with her…”

“Yes, I will,” Khaldun said with a sigh. “But Jezebel is nothing if not pragmatic. I’m sure she understands how important this is. Do you know where she is now?”

“I believe she is with Allison in the former princess’s chambers,” Oswald replied.

“Very well. Oh, also, I arrived here with nothing but the clothes on my back. Does the castle have a tailor?”

“Our master of wardrobe can furnish you with whatever you require,” Oswald replied. “Some mage’s robes, perhaps?”

“Yes, that would be perfect. Thank you.”

Oswald left. Khaldun knew Jezebel probably wanted to be alone with Allison for the little time she had left in Spanbrook. He walked around the chamber for a moment, getting a closer look at its contents. He ran his hand across the top of the crystal ball, wondering if it was functional like the seeing stones of Pytha, or merely decorative. But he didn’t sense anything magical about it.

Khaldun climbed the steps to the upper level, emerging in an identical room that contained only a bed and a dresser. There was a trapdoor in the ceiling with a ladder leading up to it. Khaldun climbed to the top and opened the hatch, emerging on the tower roof. There was a breeze up here, and it was a beautiful, sunny day. Gazing out across the courtyard, he had a perfect view of Spanbrook Town and the farms beyond.

It was tough to comprehend. This land was his now. He didn’t own it, but it would be his home for the rest of his life, and his responsibility to protect. For his entire life, he’d lived with the wayfarers, never settling in any one place. It was the only way he knew. True, he’d been tiring of the endless wandering, and had found himself yearning to put down roots somewhere. And after losing Nomad and meeting Jezebel, he’d started considering Spanbrook as a possibility.

But then he’d embarked on that crazy quest with Jezebel, nearly lost his life more times than he could count, transformed into a sorcerer, and been bound to Prince Aldo. Upon Aldo’s death, his bond had transferred to Jezebel, because Allison’s own transformation had made it impossible for her to be a conjurnor and disqualified her as an heir. And now Khaldun had no choice: Spanbrook would be his home whether he liked it or not.

The situation made him feel bitter. When he was younger, he’d longed to attend the university to become a full mage. They wouldn’t have him then because he was a wayfarer. But now that he’d become a sorcerer, their rules dictated that he had to live the rest of his days bound to another. Khaldun would have been perfectly content to settle down in Spanbrook, taking jobs that required his thaumaturgic skills. And although he was happy to live in the castle and have his every need met by its staff, he would have preferred retaining his freedom and making his own way in the world.

Well, there was nothing to be done about it now. His transformation couldn’t be undone. Nor could his bond. He was Jezebel’s to command for better or for worse. So, he might as well get used to the idea.

Khaldun returned to his chambers. He sat down at the desk for a moment, but felt restless. Leaving the tower, Khaldun headed over to the keep. One of the guards opened the door for him. Walking inside, he headed down the main corridor, familiarizing himself with the layout. He made his way up to the second floor and found the maids cleaning out Aldo’s chambers. Khaldun hadn’t thought about it, but figured Jezebel would probably move into that suite once it was ready.

As he passed Allison’s chambers, he heard voices moaning inside. He felt a pang of sadness, knowing this was the last time Jezebel and Allison might ever see each other. Jezebel loved Allison; he was sure of it. Khaldun knew only too well what it felt like to say farewell to the love of his life due to circumstances beyond his control.

Heading up the steps to the top floor, Khaldun found that the library occupied this entire level. Shelves packed with books and scrolls lined the walls, and several enormous freestanding bookcases filled much of the room. Walking between them, Khaldun browsed some of the titles. The Barclays had amassed quite the collection over the years. It wasn’t the largest library Khaldun had seen, but it dwarfed the few he’d visited in other castles. There were a couple of reading nooks by the windows at the far end with plush chairs and oil lamps for nighttime use.

Leaving the keep, Khaldun realized he was famished. Luckily, they were serving lunch in the great hall. He sat down with Badrick, the castle’s master-at-arms. They chatted briefly, but mostly ate in silence. After that, Khaldun returned to his tower.

Sitting behind his desk, he leaned back, resting his head against the high-backed chair. And that’s when he finally noticed it. Across the chamber, something was magically concealed. He could feel it, like a feather tickling his senses. Getting to his feet, he crossed the room, trying to locate it. Strangely, it seemed as if there were something embedded inside the wall.

Passing his hand across the stone, he realized there was an illusion spell in place. Removing the magic, he found a cubical cavity, roughly two feet to a side. The space appeared empty, but there was something more here. Someone had tucked something into the void. With a wave of his hand, Khaldun brought the objects back—and gasped.

There was a scroll and a pyramid of black stone with intricate latticework on its faces. The pyramid looked exactly like the one they’d found in Stanbridge and tried to keep away from Henry and his people. Dredmort had used it to create the wraiths, and it had turned out to be a portal to the spirit realm.

What the hell was this doing here? Khaldun thought that the university had gone to great lengths to destroy such devices. Had Myrddin somehow used this to become a necromancer? That didn’t make much sense. To make that transformation, a sorcerer had to bind his soul to a demon. There were spells to do that. Nobody knew how Myrddin had learned the spells, but Khaldun didn’t understand how the artifact could have helped… Unless he’d used it to contact a demon who knew the spells?

Khaldun unrolled the scroll. The text was written in the common tongue, in a long, flowing script.

“I have foreseen my own downfall,” Khaldun read. “Yet also the possibility of my return. There is no stopping those who will end my reign. I have examined every possible path forward, yet they all end with the same finality. The agents and method of my demise are set in stone, identical every time.

“But the means of my resurrection remain infuriatingly vague. That future is unclear and seems uncertain. Many pathways lead to my permanent banishment, and only a few to my return. Yet each of those begins here, in Spanbrook, my childhood home. Although, as a child, never did I dream I would set foot in the castle. Peasants aren’t welcome here, and orphans even less so. I visit now at the peak of my power, the absolute ruler of an entire continent. And yet I do so clandestinely. Nobody knows I am here, and the current occupant of this office will have no means of discovering what I conceal here today.

“But one will arrive, centuries from now, who will find this document and its accompanying artifact and know what to do with them. And to that person I bequeath one of the most closely guarded secrets in the history of the world: the spells that enable a sorcerer to become a necromancer.

“The magic is shockingly simple, and yet none but the secret-keepers have ever discovered it. And before me, few have ever dared to attempt it. The spells can be used to bind one demon or many; I have harnessed dozens.

“I have foreseen one pathway in which my liberator will bind me. My power will then merge with his—or hers—making us the most powerful mage the world has ever seen. Such a mage would gain from me arcane secrets that no one else has discovered. Together we would exceed my current level of magic; we would surpass even my jailers.

“But for this to be possible, first I must be freed.”

Khaldun realized he’d been holding his breath and released it, finding that he was shaking. The writer of this document could be only one person: Nyro.

Khaldun had no idea that Nyro grew up in Spanbrook. He didn’t think anyone else knew this, either. Enigma had told them that most of the Sacred Circle came from Pytha; Khaldun had always assumed that Nyro did, too.

Below her missive were the spells needed to bind a demon. This was the process through which a sorcerer transformed into a necromancer. A rite that only one mage had undergone since Nyro’s downfall: Myrddin. And now Khaldun held that potential in his hands. He wondered if Myrddin had been Spanbrook’s first sorcerer; had there been another, they probably would have sensed these items hidden in the wall, too. But Khaldun knew for sure that no one before Myrddin had used the spells.

Centuries ago, when Nyro became a sorcerer, the university assigned her to King Saliman of Pytha, making him her conjurnor. Soon after her appointment, she used these very spells to bind a demon and transform into a necromancer. In time, she discovered a way to reverse her bond to Saliman—making her his conjurnor and reclaiming her true name—a feat that should have been impossible. When the elves killed Nyro three hundred years later, she became a demon, eliminating her bond to Saliman’s descendant. As a demon, Nyro was vastly more powerful than any sorcerer alive. If one of them were to use these spells to bind her, she would overpower them and take total control.

Suddenly, Khaldun realized that the pyramid had started glowing. It was faint, but impossible to miss now that he’d noticed it. And there was something more. It wasn’t only visual but magical as well. As if the artifact were beckoning him.

Khaldun took the pyramid and the scroll and walked across to his desk, placing them on its surface. Holding his hand over the artifact, he could sense that this was a portal just like the one they’d recovered from Stanbridge. The portal was closed, but someone on the other side of it was calling out to him. Their desire was overwhelming; they were desperate to communicate with him. Khaldun wanted to resist this call. He tried to return the artifact to its hiding place, but couldn’t do it; his hand refused to reach out and grab the thing from the desk.

Against his better judgement, Khaldun decided to open the portal. He knew how dangerous this could be but found he could not ignore the call. With a wave of his hand, he cleared the way for the entity beyond.

Khaldun staggered backward as a serpent of smoke exploded from the artifact, circling the chamber and blotting out the daylight streaming through the windows. The smoke started to take form, and before long Khaldun could discern the shape of a person. As it solidified, there was a deep moaning sound and he thought he felt the tower tremble. Finally, a woman stood before him. Her naked body was tall and lithe; her wild black hair floating like a halo behind her head.

The woman reached above her with both arms and howled at the ceiling. Her skin was translucent, her muscles visible in sharp relief beneath it. She fixed Khaldun with a stare, and he felt like she was peering into his soul. Her irises were white like Myrddin’s had been.

“Nyro,” he whispered. This could be no on else. What had he done? Was she now free from her prison? How could this be?

“Who are you?” she asked with a smile both predatory and mischievous as she began circling him.

“How can you be here?” he asked, ignoring her question. His heart was pounding in his chest and his arms were trembling. “Did I just free you?”

“Khaldun,” she said, disregarding his questions and stroking his face with one hand; she felt solid—warm, even. But he felt no magic coming from her. This was no illusion. “That’s a Pythan name.”

“My people came from Pytha,” he told her, backing away. “How do you know my name?”

“The last one who found me—he’s gone, now.” It wasn’t a question.

“Myrddin found you?”

“I tried desperately to entice him to join me. But he refused. Obstinate fool. He could have wielded power beyond his imagination but he chose to bind one of my lesser servants instead. And he never visited me again after that.”

“I didn’t free you, then? You’re still trapped in Pytha?”

“You have not freed me,” she said with a sigh. “If only it were that simple. You must come to Pytha to liberate me from my prison.”

“But that’s impossible. I don’t know how to open the barrier.”

“There are ways around that. From the outside, anyway. I will teach you. Once I’m free, you can bind me and become the most powerful necromancer the world has ever seen.”

Khaldun chuckled; Nyro’s face registered irritation. “I’m not strong enough. You would overpower me in such an arrangement, and I would lose myself to you. Thanks, but no thanks.”

“There are ways around that, too,” Nyro told him. “But never mind that. You can bind any demon you want. I will possess someone else and allow you to join my Sacred Circle. You could be one of my top lieutenants in a new empire.”

“New empire?” Khaldun said, immediately realizing that of course that would be her goal. Retaking control of the entire continent. “No,” he said. “Never.”

Turning his attention to the pyramid, Khaldun focused on closing the portal. Nyro resisted, but her effort was not magical. She was trying to overpower him through sheer force of will. He found it almost impossible to act against her; it felt like trying to swim against a powerful current, or attempting to move one’s limbs in a dream.

“Young fool,” Nyro said with a sneer. “I offer you the power of a god and you would refuse?”

Groaning with the effort, Khaldun finally managed to reach out with one hand and close the portal. The figure of Nyro turned to smoke, dissipating almost immediately. Light returned to the room, and Khaldun collapsed in his chair, exhausted from the effort.

Khaldun felt profoundly disturbed. He didn’t understand how Nyro had managed to retain full command of her faculties. The first two demons he’d encountered were more like animals, driven purely by their physical desires.

But at that moment, he heard a knock on the door. Jumping to his feet, he grabbed the pyramid and the scroll, hurried across the chamber, returned them to their hiding place, tucked them into the void, and restored the illusion of the stone wall hiding the cavity. Only then did he answer the door. But he realized the knocking was coming from the entry to the tower below. Hurrying down the steps, he opened the door to find Syllith standing there.

“I’m sorry to disturb you,” she said. “I won’t have time to check the library today, but wanted to take a look in your tower, at least, before I depart for the university.” Khaldun gave her a blank stare. “To try and determine how Myrddin transformed,” she added. “He must have acquired the spells somehow, and I’m hoping there will be some record of that.”

“Oh, yes, of course,” Khaldun said, his heart jumping into his throat. He let her inside, closing the door behind her. Following her up the steps, he considered telling her immediately what he’d found. But he was bound to Jezebel; she was his princess. Duty obligated him to report this to her first before revealing anything to Syllith. He decided it would be best to keep the discovery to himself for now.

“Not many places to store anything here,” the witch muttered to herself as she gazed around the chamber. “Do you mind if I check the desk?”

“No, go ahead.”

Syllith sat in the chair, quickly rummaging through the drawers. Then she dropped to her knees, reaching beneath the desk and tapping on the side panels.

“What are you doing?” Khaldun asked.

“Some desks have hidden compartments,” she explained, getting to her feet. “But it appears this one doesn’t,” she added, examining its sides and rear. She moved to the cabinet next, opening the doors and searching the interior. “Nothing here, either.”

Syllith rolled back the carpet, presumably checking the floor for hidden compartments. But there was nothing to find. “May I check upstairs?”

Khaldun nodded and followed her up to the bedchamber. But Syllith failed to discover anything here, either. Returning to the main level, she looked around the room for a moment, chewing her bottom lip.

“You don’t sense anything concealed in here?” she asked finally.

“No, nothing,” Khaldun lied with a shake of his head. “I checked earlier, but there’s nothing here.”

“Hmm,” said Syllith. “I’ll begin my search in the library when I return from the university. When you get a chance, do you think you could check there for any hidden magic?”

“Yes, for sure,” Khaldun said.

“I envy you,” she said. “I inherited magic from both of my parents, and I always wished I could become a sorcerer.”

“You might still transform,” Khaldun suggested. “It can happen through young adulthood, right?”

“How old do you think I am?” Syllith asked with a grin.

“Oh, I guess I don’t know, but I figured you were only a few years older than me…”

“You flatter me,” she replied. “But I’ll be forty next year.”

Khaldun was surprised for a moment; she didn’t look that old. But he realized that she did possess the self-assurance and wisdom that came with many more years of experience than he possessed. “Ah. You probably would have transformed by now, then.”

“No question. We don’t fully understand the reasons behind it, but the oldest person on record to become a sorcerer was twenty-six,” she said with a wistful sigh. “Oh, well. I’ll return as quickly as I can. Be ready to train when I get back, sorcerer,” she said with a wink before leaving.


Chapter 2
Princess


Khaldun sat down behind the desk, taking a deep breath. He felt bad lying to Syllith, but he owed it to Jezebel to confer with her first and let her decide what to do with the relics he’d found. There was no question they should hand the artifact over to Syllith so she could take it to the university and have it destroyed. Khaldun had no desire to see Nyro return; that was the stuff of nightmares. Yet even he found it difficult to refuse her. What would happen if the artifact were to fall into the hands of someone more ambitious? Someone like Dredmort, for example? Khaldun had no doubt that Nyro was lying. She would never share power with anyone, and would say anything to convince someone to free her. But blinded by their lust for power, someone of Dredmort’s ilk would probably fall for Nyro’s promises.

Nevertheless, this wasn’t Khaldun’s decision to make. Even though he had little doubt that Jezebel would agree with him.

But the scroll was another matter. Khaldun was still new to his powers as a sorcerer. He wanted to explore these abilities and master them. He had no desire to become a necromancer, especially after witnessing Myrddin’s downfall. How could one tell if they possessed sufficient power to control a given demon? Myrddin must have believed he could control the one he found. Unless, perhaps, it was the weakest one he could locate, and in his desperation to save Spanbrook, he bound it knowing it might eventually overpower him. Khaldun shuddered at the thought.

No, he didn’t want to bind a demon. Not now. But who could say what the future might hold? Perhaps after spending many years or decades as a sorcerer, he would feel ready to take that next step. But again, this was ultimately Jezebel’s decision, not his. Maybe she would want to restore Spanbrook’s previous might by having Khaldun make that leap.

There was no use fretting over this. It would have to wait until he could speak to Jezebel. Getting to his feet, Khaldun made his way back to the library. He checked the entire room very carefully for any hidden spells, but found nothing. Of course, he’d already discovered Myrddin’s concealed stash, but who knew what other secrets the castle might contain?

Khaldun returned to his tower, keeping an eye out the window for Allison and Jezebel. He wanted to talk to Jezebel as soon as possible, but it could wait until Allison departed. Syllith arrived on her carpet at sunset, landing in the middle of the courtyard. Jezebel and Allison emerged from the keep minutes later. Khaldun headed down the steps and watched from the door, figuring he’d give Jezebel a moment to say her farewells before approaching her. But much to his surprise, she sat down on the carpet, too, and took off into the night sky with the other two.

Jezebel couldn’t possibly be going to the university with Allison, could she? No, surely, she would have notified him if that were the case. Khaldun realized then that Jezebel hadn’t seen her parents yet; he suspected that Syllith would probably be dropping her off at their house. He’d have to wait until she returned.

Khaldun took his supper in the keep’s private dining room. After that, he took a walk through Spanbrook Town before returning to his tower. It was getting late, and there had been no sign of Jezebel, so he figured she’d probably be spending the night on the farm. He went upstairs to bed.

But Khaldun tossed and turned, unable to get to sleep. His encounter with Nyro had unnerved him. He should have realized that she would have had the power of prophecy, but had never thought about it. Enigma did, and Nyro’s power had far exceeded his. So, of course, she had taken steps to provide some kind of future for herself. And judging by her words, the relics Khaldun had discovered represented only one of many such efforts.

What else might she have done to provide herself with potential escape routes? Khaldun already knew from his visit to the watchtower that Nyro and her Sacred Circle were chipping away at the barrier from within. And it seemed like they might succeed. Or perhaps that was merely a distraction, designed to keep Enigma busy while they pursued some other, as yet undiscovered, path to freedom.

Khaldun drifted off eventually, but didn’t sleep well. Images of Nyro retaking the continent fueled his nightmares.

Waking at first light, Khaldun headed down to the stables. He found one of the grooms already hard at work.

“Good morning, my lord,” he said, bowing slightly.

Khaldun didn’t think he’d ever get used to the honorific. “Hello. I’m the, ah, new chief mage, and I need to find out about getting a horse.”

“Oh, everyone knows who you are, sir,” the boy replied, grinning. “And don’t worry, I’ll get old Bella ready for you. She was Master Myrddin’s, and I think she’d be lonely if you didn’t choose her. But, of course, you can select any⁠—”

“Bella will do nicely,” Khaldun said with a smile.

“Very well, my lord. Would you like me to tack her up for you?”

“No, I can take care of that. If you can point her out to me?”

“That’s her in the end stall on the left, but let me take care of her for you. It’ll be no trouble at all.”

Khaldun nodded, and the boy hurried off. Minutes later, Khaldun was on his way to the farm. He rode at a trot; it was early, and while the information he brought was critically important, it wasn’t exactly urgent. A few passersby greeted him as he rode with a familiarity that seemed to indicate that they already knew who he was. News seemed to travel fast in Spanbrook.

Reaching the farm, Khaldun dismounted and strode up the steps to the front porch. He knocked, and Robert answered.

“Hello there,” he said. “What can we do for you this morning, my lord?”

“Please, call me Khaldun,” he said. “I was wondering if Her Highness might be here?”

“No, I’m afraid not,” Robert replied. “You’re about twelve hours too late. She headed off to the university with Syllith last night.”

“She did? How strange. I wonder why she didn’t tell me…”

“I’m sorry. You’re talking about Jez. It’s going to take me a little while to get used to that honorific being hers and not her cousin’s,” he replied with a sheepish grin. “Come on in. Her Highness is upstairs, sleeping away the morning.”

Khaldun chuckled as he entered the house.

“Emma, go fetch your sister,” said Robert.

Emma waved to Khaldun, then ran up the stairs.

“I’ve got breakfast cooking,” Vivien called out from the kitchen. “You’re welcome to join us.”

“Yes, I’d like that,” Khaldun said with a smile, realizing how hungry he was.

Moments later, Emma came bounding down the steps again, Jezebel following more slowly, still in her nightgown. Khaldun had to chuckle when he saw her. She was sleepy-eyed, and her hair was a rat’s nest.

“Good morning, Your Highness,” Khaldun said with a grin.

“Oh, shut up,” she replied, failing to suppress her own smile. “Is everything all right?” she asked more seriously.

“Yes. There are some matters I need to discuss with you, but it can wait until after breakfast.”

They sat down at the table, and Vivien served the food a minute later.

“Jezebel was telling us a little about your journey last night,” said Robert. “Sounds like you both went through a lot more than you bargained for on that trip.”

“You can say that again,” said Khaldun, taking a swig of coffee.

They discussed their adventure as they ate. Robert sounded quite concerned with Henry’s activities, but Emma wanted to hear more about the university. Once they’d finished their meal, Jezebel ran upstairs to get dressed, and Khaldun chatted more with Robert. But finally, Jezebel was ready, and Khaldun headed outside with her.

“Give me a minute,” she told him. “I’ve gotta go take care of something quick.”

“As you wish, Your Highness,” Khaldun said with a bow.

Jezebel punched him in the shoulder. “Let’s get one thing straight. I’m Jezebel and you’re Khaldun. All right? We’ll have to follow protocol at formal functions and what not, but outside of that, let’s dispense with the bullshit, please.”

“Sounds good, to me, Jez,” he said with a grin.

“Good,” she replied, kissing him on the cheek. “I’ll be right back.”

Jezebel ran off toward the barn. She emerged moments later with three of the hands; Khaldun was pretty sure it was Edward, Will, and Zeke, if memory served. He felt a pang of jealousy. Jezebel spoke with them for a minute, then returned.

“What was that all about?” Khaldun asked.

“Oh, nothing important,” she replied. “So, what did you need to discuss with me?”

“Do you want to do this here, or back at the castle?”

“Let’s walk back,” she said. “We can talk on the way.”

“Do you want to take any of your things?” he asked.

“No, I’ll send someone for all of it later,” she replied.

They headed up to the road, Khaldun leading Bella by the reins, and turned west. Khaldun told Jezebel what he’d discovered in his chambers, and let her know that he’d kept the information from Syllith.

“Holy shit,” said Jezebel. “That sure does explain a lot.”

“It’s a good thing Myrddin possessed the fortitude to resist Nyro,” Khaldun remarked.

“Despite his shortcomings, he was fiercely loyal and devoted to my family,” said Jezebel. “I don’t think he ever would have attempted binding a demon if it wasn’t necessary to save the princedom. He was no Dredmort.”

“Hardly,” Khaldun agreed. “We should hand the pyramid over to Syllith when she gets back. She can take it to the university to be destroyed.”

“Yes, definitely,” said Jezebel.

“But what about the scroll?”

Jezebel didn’t respond; she seemed deep in thought.

“We could destroy that ourselves,” Khaldun suggested. “It’s only paper. But perhaps it would be best to turn it over to the university.”

“No, I think we should keep it,” said Jezebel.

“Do you want me to bind a demon?”

Jezebel gazed up at him. “How do you feel about that?”

Khaldun shrugged. “I’d prefer not to do it. I still have much to learn as a sorcerer. And as I master my new powers, I believe I’ll be strong enough to defend the princedom. I won’t be on Myrddin’s level⁠—”

“But for now, at least, Spanbrook isn’t under threat,” Jezebel pointed out. “We’re at peace, and none of our neighbors are aggressive.”

“That might change once they realize Myrddin’s gone.”

“True, but none of them have a standing army. Or a sorcerer. But I’d like to hang onto the scroll in case any of that changes in the future.”

Khaldun nodded. “Do we tell Syllith about it?”

“If we do, she’ll insist on taking it to the university,” said Jezebel.

“No doubt.”

Jezebel sighed. “We have to tell her. But it belongs to Spanbrook. She has no right to take it without our permission.”

“Your permission,” Khaldun corrected her.

“Yeah, yeah.”

“I agree. We should let her know about it. Even if we tried to keep it a secret, Nyro might tell them about it.”

“If they use the pyramid, you mean? The way you did?” Khaldun nodded. “That’s a good point.”

“I’ll remove the artifact from Myrddin’s hiding place before she returns, then,” said Khaldun. “Tuck it into the void somewhere else. That way we can tell her about the scroll when we surrender the pyramid without giving away its location.”

“Perfect,” said Jezebel. “You know, there’s another problem. If you ever do become a necromancer, it’s going to raise suspicions.”

“How so?”

“First Myrddin, and then you? It would be pretty obvious at that point that Spanbrook is harboring some secret knowledge.”

“You’re right,” said Khaldun. “I hadn’t considered that. It could cause a lot of trouble. Other mages would surely show up trying to unearth the spells. They might try ransacking the castle to find them.”

“But that would be folly! You’d be a necromancer at that point—you’d sense their arrival and totally overpower them.”

“Perhaps,” said Khaldun. “But it wouldn’t just be regular mages.”

“What, you think some of the sorcerers would show up? From the university?”

“We don’t know that much about them. Other than Enigma, maybe, and we aren’t even that familiar with him. Who knows how far we can trust those people? They put up with Myrddin’s recalcitrance for long enough; maybe they won’t tolerate it from me.”

“If we tell Syllith about the scroll, then they’ll all know about it, whether you bind a demon or not,” Jezebel said thoughtfully. “Perhaps it would be best to keep both items to ourselves. We won’t use them, and if you keep them hidden, nobody else will ever know about them.”

“We could do that.”

“You don’t like it?”

“It’s not my decision,” said Khaldun.

“I want your input,” said Jezebel.

Khaldun sighed. “I think we should hand over the pyramid and let Syllith know about the scroll. We can make a copy of the spells, and conceal that somewhere else. That way, even if one of them comes to take it by force, they won’t know about the copy.”

“Which means that we’d still have the spells, but so will the university,” Jezebel said thoughtfully. “So, one of them could decide to become a necromancer…”

“Is it our goal to prevent that? Or just to ensure that I could become one should we want that someday?”

Jezebel thought about it for a few moments. “Historically, the university went to great lengths to snuff necromancy out of existence. But today’s governors weren’t around back then. One of them might try using the spells. We could end up facing another Nyro if that happens.”

“That’s assuming someone is able to take the scroll from us.”

“Right,” said Jezebel. “We could just burn the thing and then this problem goes away.” She shook her head. “Let me think about it. But listen. There’s something else I wanted to talk to you about.”

She fell silent, looking lost in thought. Khaldun gave her a minute.

“I need to produce an heir,” she said finally. “No, I need to produce many heirs. Or, at least a few. And as quickly as possible.”

“Yes, Oswald asked me to approach you about this. He seemed to believe you weren’t giving the issue its due consideration.”

“Oh, no, I am. Believe me. I will not allow this princedom to fall into anyone else’s hands. The first thing we need to do is establish a new line of succession. Right now, the throne passes to Emma after me. We can’t allow that to happen.”

“Why not?”

“Do you want a seven-year-old inheriting your bond? I love my sister, but do you think any child could be trusted with that kind of power over another human being? That they’d have the capacity to comprehend⁠—”

“I get it,” Khaldun said, a chill running down his spine. “And I appreciate your thinking of this. It hadn’t occurred to me.”

“I’ve spoken to my parents. They were reluctant, my father especially, but they’ve agreed to allow me to name them as my heirs until I’m able to produce offspring. We’ll need to put that into place right away.”

“I’m afraid I don’t know the spells,” said Khaldun. “And I’ve never seen them performed, so I wouldn’t know how to do it without them.”

“Gemma can do it,” Jezebel told him. “I’ll check in with her as soon as we get there.”

“Fair enough,” said Khaldun. “We should have her teach me so I can take care of it next time.”

“Yes,” Jezebel agreed. “We’ll need to change it again once my first child comes of age.”

“Have you got a husband in mind?”

“Husband?” she repeated, shooting him a disgusted look. “Who said anything about a husband?”

“I just assumed⁠—”

“No, to hell with that. I need to make babies, not get married.”

“So… have you got anyone in mind for that? I’d be happy to offer my services, of course,” he said with a grin.

“I’m afraid not,” she said with a frown. “We’ve both inherited magic from both parents, so there’s at least a decent chance that any child you and I have together would end up transforming into a sorcerer.”

“Ah, of course. And with the interdiction, such a child would lose the princedom.”

“But, you know, it’s more than that. Knowing what we do now about Nyro, I wouldn’t want any sorcerer to sit on a throne, whether they’re my offspring or not. No offense to you.”

“None taken,” said Khaldun. “You’re probably right. That would be too much power for any one person.”

“I need to find lowborn men with no trace of magic in their blood,” said Jezebel. “Which may be a bit of a conundrum. Highborn are more likely to have family records indicating the presence of mages. Most lowborn wouldn’t have any knowledge of that farther back than a generation or two.”

“Which means it’s also more likely for lowborn to possess the potential without ever realizing it,” Khaldun replied. “My understanding is that court mages usually test the ruling family’s children for magic.”

“Yes,” Jezebel agreed. “That’s a good point…”

“Is this why you went to talk to the hands back at the farm?” Khaldun asked.

“It is,” Jezebel replied, blushing slightly.

“So, you’ll be taking one of those three to bed, then?” Khaldun felt another twang of jealousy.

“Not Edward. He thinks there was a witch in his mother’s family. And not only that, he’s highborn. I want to make sure there’s no chance of giving some other family a claim to our throne.”

“But I thought he was the third-born son of a lesser lord?” asked Khaldun. “Surely, that wouldn’t give him a strong claim simply by virtue of fathering your child.”

“Fourth-born, but you never know. If I produced a daughter with him, and then something happened to me, he could make a claim. And then produce a son with someone else, and the princedom would pass to him instead of our daughter.”

“That hardly seems likely,” said Khaldun.

“No, but it’s plausible. I want to do everything I can to eliminate such possibilities altogether. I’ll also be taking more than one man to bed. Several, probably, just to obfuscate the father’s identity as much as possible.”

Khaldun chuckled. “Surely the likes or Will or Zeke would not have any claim to the throne…”

“Perhaps not,” she admitted. “But I want to be thorough.” Jezebel took his hand in hers. “I would marry you, though. Were it not for Allison. We’d just have to find someone else to father the children.”

“I don’t see how you’re going to marry Allison at this point. She’ll either end up assigned to some faraway holding, or live out her life at the university.”

“I know,” Jezebel said with a shrug. “But it could happen one day. I did see it in the looking glass. We’ll find a way.”

They walked in silence for a minute, hand in hand.

“What was she like?” Jezebel asked finally.

“Who?” said Khaldun. “Oh, Nyro you mean?” Jezebel nodded. Khaldun took a deep breath, considering this for a moment. “Terrifying. Even from inside the barrier, she exuded power. Not magic, exactly… but authority. We’re nothing but chattel to her. She tempted me by offering to make me one of her Sacred Circle if I’d help her return to power. But I’m sure she would either possess me or kill me were I to free her. I’d be nothing but a means to an end for her.”

“I don’t understand how she was able to appear to you like that,” said Jezebel. “She shouldn’t be able to penetrate the barrier with magic. Do you think the artifact is providing some sort of magical tunnel to the outside world?”

Khaldun thought about this for a moment. “No, I don’t. I didn’t sense any magic coming from her. I don’t think that’s it. And she looked human and felt solid—nothing like the demon we encountered in Allison’s bedchamber. Nor the one I saw in Oxcart. And she’s retained her presence of mind, too, unlike those others.”

“But then, I don’t understand…”

“I have a feeling it was all in my head,” said Khaldun.

“What, you imagined it?”

“No. I think she was able to influence my thoughts. To control what I was seeing and hearing and feeling. Which doesn’t seem possible without magic… But all magic is rooted in the force of our thoughts. I think whatever she was doing was something more fundamental than normal spell work. But it was powerful nonetheless. She knew my name. And that Myrddin was gone. She must have sensed those things in my thoughts. And it was incredibly difficult to resist her will.”

“I shudder to think what would have happened if Myrddin had succumbed to her,” said Jezebel.

“The truly frightening thing is that the artifact isn’t her only way out,” said Khaldun. “Nyro didn’t elaborate, but suggested that she’d put other possible escape routes in place before her fall as well.”

Jezebel let out a long sigh. “Let’s hope we don’t learn about those the hard way.”


Chapter 3
Lovers


They reached Spanbrook Town and proceeded to the castle.

“I’m going to ask Oswald to convene a privy council meeting,” Jezebel told Khaldun as they passed under the gate. “So I’ll see you in a few minutes.”

Khaldun nodded; Jezebel went into her offices. He stabled his horse, then headed over to the great hall. None of the others had arrived yet, so he took a seat at the table, to what would be Jezebel’s left. Camilla and Gemma arrived next, sitting down next to Khaldun. Oswald and Badrick entered the chamber with Jezebel. She took her seat at the head of the table, Oswald and Badrick to her right. Jezebel called them to order.

“Your Highness,” said Oswald. “We should begin this morning by discussing your marriage to a suitable husband. There were several prospects⁠—”

“I will not be taking a husband,” Jezebel told him.

“But, Your Highness, consider what happened to your cousin. You must produce an heir⁠—”

“Yes, and I will, right away. But doing so does not require a husband. Only a mate.”

Oswald fixed Khaldun with a stare, but Khaldun spoke before he could open his mouth again. “Don’t worry, it won’t be me.”

“Your Highness,” said Oswald, returning his gaze to her.

“Not another word,” Jezebel said. “And do not bring this up with me again. I will produce an heir as quickly as possible. And then I’ll produce a few more.” Oswald opened his mouth to object. Jezebel held up one hand as if to say “Stop!” “And I will do it in a way that ensures the princedom remains in my family. Please, trust me in this.”

“She knows what she’s doing,” Khaldun told Oswald. “I assure you that you have nothing to worry about.”

Oswald glared at him for a moment, but then nodded, saying, “Very well.”

“The first thing we need to discuss is raising an army,” said Jezebel.

“Your Highness,” said Badrick. “It is within your power to summon all able-bodied men in the princedom between the ages of fifteen and sixty to the defense of Spanbrook in time of war.”

“But we’re not at war,” Jezebel pointed out. “I want to create an army that will be ready at all times, instead of waiting until war comes to our borders.”

“You do have that right,” Badrick told her. “The vassals may object, but given Fosland’s activities, and Myrddin’s death, I do not think they will refuse in the end. However, there is another problem. Training. Because of the necromancer’s presence, Spanbrook has not needed to take up arms during the lifetime of any person currently living in the princedom. Our people do not know how to fight.”

“But what about the princess’s guard?” asked Khaldun. “And each of the holdings must have a similar force in their castles, right?”

“Some do, but they represent only a fraction of the total number we would need for an army,” said Badrick. “And they have been trained to protect their leaders, not to wage war on the battlefield.”

“And they’ll also need to continue serving as castle guards,” Jezebel pointed out. “We can’t deplete those forces for the army.”

“You know how to fight,” Camilla said to Badrick. “With your Bastion education, I’m sure you could train our people.”

“I am one man,” Badrick replied. “We will need to teach thousands of troops. And we must do so quickly. Once Henry takes the rest of Maeda, he will undoubtedly turn his attention to Dorshire. And in the meantime, when they learn of the necromancer’s downfall, our neighbors might look at it as an opportunity to expand.”

“But you told me that none of our neighbors have standing armies, either,” said Jezebel. “And it will take years for Henry to conquer the rest of his kingdom. We have time.”

“I’m sorry, what’s the Bastion?” asked Khaldun.

“The military academy I attended,” Badrick explained. “It’s near the mountains in southern Dorshire. Functions like the university, independent from any princedom.

“Your Highness, I would like to suggest that we hire the Eagle Company,” he continued. “That would provide us with an initial force of roughly three hundred. And they could train our army much faster than I could hope to do on my own.”

“A mercenary unit?” said Gemma. “That’s sure to alarm our neighbors. They have quite the reputation.”

“Yes, as an elite fighting force,” Khaldun said. “We met them when I was with the troupe. A prince in southern Maeda hired them. But they only take defensive contracts. They refuse to work for aggressive warlords like Henry. The neighbors would have nothing to worry about.”

“They’re also expensive, from what I understand,” Jezebel pointed out. “I’m not sure we could afford them. But I have an idea. Myrddin’s presence in Spanbrook ensured stability in this region for generations. He’s the reason neither we nor the surrounding princedoms have armies today. We didn’t need one, and none of the others would have dared to attack.”

“And Myrddin would have interceded if any of the other princedoms attacked them,” Camilla added. “Aldo never would have allowed an aggressive prince to come so close to our borders.”

“Yes, precisely,” Jezebel agreed. “So, what if we formalize that arrangement? We could establish mutual defense treaties with the neighboring princedoms and hire the Eagle Company together, to defend the entire group while we each train our own armies.”

“We would be creating a consortium of princedoms,” said Oswald. “Henry would see us as a threat once he moves into Dorshire.”

“That would be true whether we hire these mercenaries on our own or collectively,” said Jezebel. “At least this way, we could afford it. I’d like you to send emissaries to each of our neighbors. Inform them of Myrddin’s passing and explain our proposal.”

“Yes, Your Highness,” Oswald said with a nod.

“Do you know where the Eagle Company might be today?” Jezebel asked Khaldun.

“No, I don’t. It was several years ago when we met them in southern Maeda,” he replied.

“Badrick, I’d like you to send a messenger to locate them,” Jezebel told him. “Have them set out toward southern Maeda, and see what they can learn. But we’ll have to make sure they circumvent Henry’s lands.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“And in the meantime, let’s start summoning our forces. I’d like to establish a standing army of ten thousand. Why don’t we do it by lottery? Surely, we don’t need every citizen to join… Perhaps we could do four-year terms.”

“Yes, Your Highness,” said Badrick.

“But we’re not going to limit it to the men. We will enter every able-bodied man and woman from the ages of fifteen to sixty in the lottery.”

“I’m sorry, Your Highness,” said Oswald, “but that’s hardly appropriate!”

“Why not?”

“Well… but… women can’t fight…”

“Sure, they can,” said Jezebel. “Badrick, didn’t you tell me that Allison was the most gifted student you’d ever taught?”

“It’s true,” Badrick said with a nod.

“But she was a princess,” said Oswald. “That’s completely different. Her lessons were conducted in private, and she never would have been sent into battle. If you have men and women serving side-by-side… why, that would lead to distraction and… fornicating!”

“I fought in battles side-by-side with a female mage, and I assure you, in the heat of battle, neither one of us was distracted,” said Khaldun.

“And I don’t imagine the two of you were fornicating in the middle of the battle, either?” asked Jezebel. Khaldun chuckled.

“But it’s not only the battles that concern me,” said Oswald. “You’re talking about a standing army. Those troops will be living and training together. Even if you erect separate barracks, you’ll still be inviting sexual escapades.”

“So what?” said Jezebel. “Do you believe the men in an all-male army are abstaining from sex? They can find women anywhere. And hell, some of them probably prefer men. So I don’t see what difference it makes if⁠—”

“Your Highness, men cannot become pregnant!” said Oswald.

“Is that your concern?” asked Jezebel. Oswald stared at her for a moment, then nodded. “Well, we have a way around that, don’t we, Khaldun?”

“Yes, we do,” Khaldun agreed with a grin.

Oswald stammered yet another protest, but Jezebel spoke over him.

“Badrick, do you have any objection to the women of this princedom serving along with the men?” asked Jezebel. Khaldun had a feeling Jezebel was enjoying this.

Badrick squirmed in his chair for a moment, but then shrugged, and said, “No, Your Highness.”

“That’s settled, then.”

“What about the walls around the town’s perimeter?” Khaldun asked. “It might be wise to rebuild the damaged areas.”

“The town has also grown beyond the walls in many places,” Oswald pointed out. “We would have to build additional ones to enclose the new construction.”

“Arrange for a survey to assess what the project would entail, as well as the costs involved and the time required,” said Jezebel.

“Yes, Your Highness,” the steward replied.

“Gemma, I need to alter my line of succession,” Jezebel continued. “Currently, my little sister Emma is next in line. But she’s only seven years old, and there is nobody beyond her.”

“Yes, Your Highness. I can help you with that.”

“Excellent. Let’s take care of that as soon as we’re done here.”

Gemma nodded.

“Your Highness, we also need to plan your coronation,” said Oswald. “I suggest that we schedule it for four weeks hence. We can have our emissaries invite the neighboring rulers in addition to proposing the mutual defense treaty.”

“Yes, we can do that, although I doubt any of them will come.”

“No, but they will most likely send representatives,” said Oswald. “And, of course, we should invite the vassals and the local nobility as well.”

Jezebel nodded.

“Elijah tells me we should hold Aldo’s funeral three days from now,” said Camilla. “His acolytes will have the body ready by then.”

“I’m sorry, who’s Elijah?” asked Khaldun.

“He’s our priest,” Camilla explained.

“Yes, we should hold the funeral soon,” said Jezebel. “Three days from now is fine. Oswald, can you make the necessary arrangements, please?”

“Of course, Your Highness,” he said. “Also, I took the liberty of assigning you a handmaiden. Her name is Elise, and I believe she is up in your chambers now. She was already scheduled to replace Allison’s woman.”

“Oh, yes, thank you. I remember her telling me that Martha was retiring,” Jezebel said with a nod. “Is there anything else?” she added, gazing around the table; no one spoke. “Then, that concludes our affairs for this morning.”

Everyone got up to leave, but Khaldun stayed behind with Jezebel and Gemma.

“I’d like to remove Emma from my direct line, and establish my father, mother, and my mother’s brother as my heirs,” Jezebel told the witch. “Until my children come of age, of course.”

“Understood,” said Gemma. “We’ll need to go up to Khaldun’s tower to do this. The spells involved require a potion.”

Khaldun led the way to his chambers. Once inside, Gemma selected a flask from the cabinet and poured some of its contents into a vial.

“What are the full names of your intended heirs?” she asked.

“Robert Barclay, Vivien Barclay, and Treynor Renshaw.”

Gemma repeated the names, then handed Jezebel the vial, saying, “First, you’ll need to drink this, Your Highness.”

Jezebel did so, and then Gemma produced her wand. She uttered a spell Khaldun had never encountered before, but he did hear the three names near the end of it. Gemma spoke the word of command with a wave of her wand. Jezebel glowed for a moment.

“That’s it,” said Gemma. “Your new line of succession has been established. Khaldun’s bond will now pass to them should anything happen to you.”

“Well, that’s concerning,” said Khaldun, suddenly realizing a problem with this procedure.

“What is?” Jezebel asked, looking confused.

“If someone like Henry wanted to acquire me, all they’d have to do is abduct you, force that potion down your throat, and reassign themselves as your direct heir. Then they could kill you and my bond would pass to them.”

“Well, sure,” said Gemma. “But they only bind sorcerers to rulers or university mages, all of whom are among the most fiercely protected people on the continent.”

“But what about Syllith and Enigma? She embedded herself in the Darkhold, and ended up only narrowly escaping. If they’d caught her, they could have used this process to reassign Enigma’s bond to Henry—he could have invoked Enigma’s true name to kill him.”

“That’s true, but it’s Henry we’re talking about,” Gemma replied. “He wants to control a sorcerer, not kill one, which means he would have needed to capture Enigma, too. Otherwise, the university could have performed the full rite of binding again—that would remove Henry as Enigma’s conjurnor and bind him to someone else.”

“Good point,” Khaldun conceded. But he still thought it was awfully dangerous to have a conjurnor like Syllith putting herself at risk like that.

Jezebel headed out after that, but Khaldun asked Gemma to stay behind. And for the next half hour, she familiarized him with all the potions in the cabinet. Once Gemma had departed, Khaldun sat down at the desk, and took a look through the drawers. He found a pair of small mirrors in one, similar to the ones he used to use to communicate with Nomad. But these had no active spell on them.

Khaldun wanted to connect them but didn’t know how to go about it. Holding one in each hand, he focused on the two of them, imagining a stream of light traveling between them. Suddenly, they began to glow. He could feel the magic joining them. Finally, the glow subsided. Pointing one mirror across the room, he gazed into the other. And sure enough, the fireplace came into view, his own face having faded into the background.

Grinning ear to ear, Khaldun returned the mirrors to the drawer. He figured it would be good to give one to Jezebel, and keep the other on his person, so the two of them could always stay in touch. But for now, he was thrilled with this new accomplishment. Only sorcerers could imbue physical objects with magical properties, but he’d never understood how that worked. He still didn’t, despite having done it. But this skill could certainly come in useful.

Getting to his feet, Khaldun crossed the chamber and removed the artifact from the cavity in the wall, replacing the illusion once he had it. He could feel Nyro beckoning to him, and her burning desire for him to open the portal again. But Khaldun resisted. Placing the pyramid on his desk, he had a thought. The first artifact he’d encountered could be used to access the spirit realm. He’d watched a wizard summon a demon with it. So, Khaldun tried contacting some other specter. But it seemed that Nyro had locked this device onto herself somehow. Khaldun could not wrench the other side of the portal out of her control no matter how hard he tried.

Finally, he tucked it into the void. And immediately, Nyro’s call faded. Khaldun couldn’t wait for Syllith to return. He wanted to get this thing out of Spanbrook as soon as possible.

Going up to the bedchamber, Khaldun spotted several new sets of proper mage’s robes hanging in his wardrobe. One set was a deep red, similar to the ones Dredmort typically wore, but darker. Khaldun donned those. Then he spent a few hours in the library. He was looking for books about magic, but couldn’t find any. There were many historical texts, though, and he spent some time reading up on the founding of Spanbrook after the fall of the Pythan Empire.

Khaldun ate lunch with Jezebel in the private dining room. Then he set out into Spanbrook Town. First, he spent some time in the market, introducing himself to all the vendors. Then, he walked around the rest of town, meeting many of the shopkeepers and business owners. Finally, after sunset, he returned to the castle and ate dinner in the great hall. He ended up sitting with Gemma and Camilla, trying to learn how to tell them apart. But finally, he realized that Gemma’s face was a little longer, Camilla’s rounder. He wasn’t sure how much that would help him if he ran into one without the other, but it was the best he could do.

After dinner, Khaldun bade the witches farewell and headed out to the courtyard. But he stopped short when he spotted two men approaching the entry to the keep. The guards there stopped them, but then the door opened, and a sprightly young woman greeted them and invited them inside. Khaldun guessed that this was Jezebel’s new handmaiden, Elise. And as the men crossed the threshold, one of them turned to say something to the guards. It was Will, from the farm.

Khaldun waited a few moments, then crossed the courtyard and followed them into the keep. Heading up the stairs to the second floor, he made himself invisible, then strode over to Jezebel’s chambers. Preston was standing guard outside the door. Listening for a moment, Khaldun could hear Jezebel giggling inside. He waited a few minutes, and then heard her moaning. Finally, he made himself visible, startling Preston.

“My lord!” he said, saluting him.

Khaldun shushed him. “Let’s keep it down, shall we?”

“Apologies, my lord,” Preston whispered.

“It’s all right. Are… um… both of those men in there with Her Highness?”

“Yes, my lord,” Preston replied, turning red. “And Princess Jezebel ordered me not to let anyone disturb them, so I’m afraid I can’t let you go in right now. My lord.”

Khaldun chuckled. “No, I certainly wouldn’t want to interrupt anything. Thank you, Preston.”

Striding away, Khaldun decided he needed a drink. He returned to the courtyard and headed out into town again. Down by the wall, he found Trey’s and went inside. There weren’t many people here—nothing like the crowd the first time he’d come here with Jezebel. Trey spotted him as he took a seat at the corner table.

“Evening, my lord,” he said. “I heard you’re the chief mage, now, eh?”

“Yes, that’s correct.”

“Big job,” Trey said knowingly. “And you’ve got some big shoes to fill. The people loved Myrddin, that’s for sure. Still hard to believe he’s gone, what with him being here so long. Well, anyway, could I get ya some mead?”

“Yes, please.”

Trey bustled off, returning only moments later with the bottle. Khaldun sat back in his chair, taking a swig. The mead was even sweeter than he remembered.

Khaldun kept imagining what Jezebel might be doing with two men at the same time. He tried to stop, but couldn’t help himself. Though he knew it was impossible, he still wished he could be with her. He’d grown quite attached to her during their journey, and still harbored feelings for her. But now she was the princess, and he was the court mage—and a sorcerer. A romantic relationship with her was untenable.

And why should he be feeling jealous, regardless of their respective stations? Jezebel had already made it clear that she wasn’t choosing him long before their return to Spanbrook. He had no claim on her. And it was normal among his people to take more than one lover. Perhaps not at the same time, but nevertheless, they were free to have relations with whomever they pleased. That was how Khaldun was raised. And he’d already taken another lover since Jezebel had made her intentions clear, so why shouldn’t she?

But the wayfarers weren’t his people anymore. And they’d never been Jezebel’s; he was the only male she’d ever been with before this. This kind of behavior certainly wasn’t the norm among the highborn. Although, that wasn’t true, either. Khaldun knew many lords and princes kept mistresses—sometimes more than one—in addition to their wives. Jezebel was the princess; she could bed whomever she wanted. Khaldun had no say in the matter. And he needed to get over his feelings for her.

And besides, Mira was still his one true love. Despite the time that had gone by, he could never forget her. Even though their situation was even more impossible than his with Jezebel. She was the lady of a holding as far from Spanbrook as the university, but in the opposite direction. And Khaldun’s bond to Jezebel meant he could never leave.

But what he wouldn’t give to be with Mira again. That brief time she’d spent with the troupe had kindled a passion in him he’d never felt for anyone else, and doubted he’d ever feel again. She was beautiful, and brave, and intelligent… and there was a connection with her. It was as if she’d become a part of him. They’d talked about getting married—and even planned the ceremony before tragedy struck. But now, it could never be. She’d probably taken a husband by now, and might even have a child.

Khaldun finished his mead, and drank two more bottles before he decided to leave. He said farewell to Trey and headed back to the castle. But once he’d reached the courtyard, he decided to go to the keep instead of his tower. Reaching Jezebel’s door, he nodded to Preston and listened for a moment. It was quiet inside.

“Her Highness’s guests departed a few minutes ago,” Preston told him.

“Ah,” said Khaldun. He knocked on the door. It opened, and he found Elise staring up at him; she was even shorter than Jezebel.

“Hello, my lord,” she said, fixing him with a smile.

“Is Her Highness available?”

“She’s taking a bath at the moment, my lord.”

“Who is it, Elise?” Jezebel’s voice called from within.

“Just a moment,” the handmaiden said, closing the door. She returned a few moments later. “Her Highness would like to see you.”

Khaldun walked into the bedchamber. Elise started making the bed, but sneaked a couple more glances at him as he crossed to the washroom. He found Jezebel lying in the tub.

“How did it go with, ah, your friends?” he asked.

“They got the job done,” Jezebel said with a shrug. “I have to confess, I’d lusted after Will for ages, but the fantasy was much better than the reality.”

“Oh?” Khaldun asked with an amused grin.

“Well, he was too rough, for one thing. It didn’t feel good. But thankfully, he was also quick about it. He’s so handsome and muscular… I always imagined he’d be an amazing lover. But he was completely self-absorbed.”

“That sounds like Will,” Khaldun said with a nod.

“Zeke took his time. He was much more enthusiastic. But he’s not much to look at.” Jezebel sighed. “Oh, well. At least I don’t have to see them again.”

“No?”

“I’m sending Elise out to a couple of the outlying farms to find the next few. She’ll interview them; she knows what I’m looking for. I don’t want word of what I’m doing to spread around Spanbrook Town, so I’ll be staying away from the townies.”

“But I’ve seen Will and Zeke at your uncle’s tavern,” Khaldun pointed out. “Will is sure to brag about the experience, even if Zeke stays quiet.”

“Probably, but people aren’t likely to believe him.”

“You don’t think Elise will talk? And Preston knows, too.”

“Elise gave me her word she’ll be discreet,” Jezebel said with a shrug. “I trust her. She’s been trying to get this position for ages, and I don’t think she’ll do anything to risk losing it. And I’ve got Preston eating out of the palm of my hand. He won’t breathe a word of it to anyone. But honestly, it doesn’t matter much either way. I only need to keep this up long enough to get pregnant. I doubt this sort of thing would spark an uprising.”

“No, that’s true,” Khaldun agreed. “Although you will have to start the process over again once you’ve given birth. That is if you still want to produce multiple heirs.”

“Well, we have a while before I have to worry about that,” Jezebel said with a sigh. “I wish Allison could come back. I still can’t believe this happened.”

“I know,” Khaldun replied. “It’s going to take some getting used to for me as well. But hey, you’ve got indoor plumbing now. My chambers don’t include a washroom.”

“Oh, well, I’ll be moving into the master suite once they finish redecorating. You’re welcome to take these chambers, if you’d like. Nothing says you have to live in the tower.”

“I might take you up on that,” he said with a grin. “Did Syllith give you any indication when she’d be returning?”

“No, but I assumed she’d be coming right back,” Jezebel said with a frown. “I kind of figured we would have seen her today. But I’m sure she’ll be here soon. Why?”

“I’m just eager to get the artifact out of here,” said Khaldun. “I moved it to my desk, and I could feel Nyro calling to me. It was difficult to resist.”

“In that case, we should move you into the keep right away,” Jezebel suggested.

“No, I’ll be all right. I can’t feel her anymore with the pyramid tucked into the void. And there’s no reason to bring it back again until Syllith returns.”

Khaldun bade the princess goodnight and headed out of the washroom, but she called him back, reaching out to him with one arm. Khaldun clasped his hand with hers.

“I just wanted to say thank you,” she said.

“For what?” Khaldun replied, feeling puzzled.

“Oh, let me see,” Jezebel said with a grin. “Only the minor, tiny ordeal of guiding me halfway across the world and back, and helping me save Allison from the demon.”

“Ah. Well, we were in it together.”

“Yes, but I couldn’t have done it without you.”

Khaldun smiled. “You’re welcome.”

He left her chambers, nodding to Preston on his way out. Outside the keep, he found Elise chatting with the guards.

“Hello again, my lord,” she said, walking with him toward his tower.

“Good evening, my lady,” he said with a grin.

Elise giggled. “So, you’re close with Her Highness, then? I heard the two of you journeyed all the way to the Anthar mountains together.”

“We did,” he confirmed. “And yes, we’ve grown quite close.”

“They say the Anthars are a thousand miles away,” she said wistfully. “I’ve never left Spanbrook. But you were with the wayfarers, right? So, you’ve probably been all over the continent.”

“The troupe stuck to Dorshire and Maeda, but yes, I’ve traveled quite a bit.”

“Say, I’ve always wanted to see inside the tower,” Elise said as they reached the entrance, batting her eyelashes at him. “Do you think I could come up for a minute?”

“Sure,” Khaldun said with a grin, opening the door for her. He was pretty sure that his night was about to improve significantly.

Elise walked inside, saying, “It’s so dark in here.”

Khaldun closed the door behind him and called a small flame to light their way. Elise squealed with delight. They reached his chambers and Khaldun waved one hand, igniting the torches. Turning, he found Elise standing very close to him.

“I’ve heard that sorcerers can go more than once without any rest,” she said, smiling up at him. “Is that true?”

Khaldun kissed her, then led her up to the bedchamber.


Chapter 4
Syllith


Khaldun woke to find Elise slipping out of bed and gathering her clothes. It was still dark outside the windows.

“You’re up early,” he murmured.

“I’m sorry, my lord, I didn’t mean to wake you,” she said, climbing back into bed and kissing him. “But I’m Her Highness’s personal attendant, so I need to have everything ready for her by the time she wakes.”

“Her Highness isn’t much of an early riser,” Khaldun told her with a grin. “Why don’t you stay a little longer?”

“I’m sorry, but I can’t,” she replied, stroking his face with one hand. “I’ll return tonight, if you wish.”

“I’d like that very much,” he said.

“Don’t go getting the wrong idea, though,” she added, her tone suddenly stern. “I’m not looking for a husband or anything like that. This is only for fun.”

“No wrong ideas here, I promise,” he replied. Elise already told him that she wasn’t looking for anything serious. And that she was regularly taking the potion to prevent pregnancy.

Elise got out of bed; with a wave of his hand, Khaldun lit one of the torches to provide her with a little light as she got dressed.

“Her Highness tells me you’ll be selecting her next few, ah, mates?” he said.

“Yes, my lord.”

“And she believes you’ll be discreet about it,” Khaldun added.

“Of course, my lord,” she replied. “My family has served the Barclays for generations. In fact, my nana had a little fling with Master Myrddin when she was the princess’s personal attendant. That’s how I knew about your kind’s abilities in bed,” she added with a grin.

“Your grandmother discussed her sexual exploits with you?” Khaldun asked disbelievingly.

“Aye, and why not?” said Elise. “My mum died of the plague, and it was my nana who raised me after that. She’s the best friend I’ve got. Heard I was infatuated with you and told me all about the necromancer.”

“But I’ve only just arrived,” Khaldun said. “Since when have you been infatuated with me?”

“Since yesterday,” she told him with a giggle. “Saw ya standing atop your tower and decided right then I wanted to pursue you. I heard what happened with the prince and his necromancer, and figured you must be Myrddin’s replacement.”

“News travels fast,” Khaldun muttered.

“Anyway, it’s part of my job to keep Her Highness’s secrets. I would never betray her, so you’ve got nothing to worry about. From me, anyway. Can’t say the same about those farm hands.”

“True,” Khaldun agreed. “But people are unlikely to believe someone like Will. Having corroboration from a member of the castle staff, however, is a whole other matter. If such a leak were to come from you, the princess’s personal handmaiden, then the rumors would spread like wildfire.”

“Begging your pardon, my lord, but I ain’t no gossip,” Elise said indignantly. “And besides, it’s a lady’s own business who she chooses to take to bed. Men get to lay whomever they want without being shamed, so why shouldn’t we?”

“I agree wholeheartedly,” Khaldun replied with a grin. “And I’m glad Her Highness is in good hands.”

Elise shot him a smile. “I’ll see you tonight, then, my lord.” After blowing him a kiss, she left the bedchamber and headed down the steps.

Khaldun got an early start that morning. He hoped Syllith might return, but there was no sign of her that day. Nor the day after that. Oswald sent the emissaries to the neighboring princedoms, and Badrick assigned one of his men to make the journey to southern Maeda to find the Eagle Company.

They held Aldo’s funeral, and it seemed that the entire population of Spanbrook turned up for it. The priest, Elijah, held the ceremony, and the courtyard was packed. As they took the casket through the streets of Spanbrook Town, its citizens lined the way to say farewell to their prince. All the way to the graveyard outside the city walls, the crowd remained enormous.

Khaldun stood by Jezebel’s side as they lowered Aldo into the ground. Elijah spoke again, then Jezebel tossed the first handful of dirt onto the prince’s casket. Khaldun went next, then the rest of the household. Finally, they returned to the castle. And still there was no sign of Syllith.

Khaldun was growing worried. What could be causing such a delay? True, there was no way to get to the university without passing through lands held by Henry, but Syllith could fly over them. Could they have fired arrows to bring her down? He certainly hoped not.

Two more weeks went by. Khaldun kept his official chambers in the tower, but relocated his living space to Allison’s old chambers when Jezebel moved into the master suite. And the princess hosted half a dozen more men, one or two at a time.

Elise was true to her word, and kept Jezebel’s affairs to herself. As far as Khaldun could tell from the chatter in the castle, neither she nor Preston had told a soul. He became a regular at Trey’s, and spotted Will, Zeke, and Edward there one night. Will got extremely drunk and boasted to anyone who would listen that he’d had sex with the princess, but nobody seemed to buy it. Even Edward laughed at him, and Zeke stared at his drink without contributing to the conversation. By the end of the evening, Edward was telling people that he’d traveled to Highgate to take Princess Salerna to bed.

“You’re such a liar,” Will told him angrily. “She don’t even like men!”

Elise spent most nights with Khaldun in his new bedchamber, but made it clear to him on several occasions that she didn’t intend to be “tied down” by him. She even announced one night that she had eyes for one of the blacksmiths in town; Khaldun didn’t object. He was perfectly happy to keep the relationship casual.

Nearly all the emissaries had returned from the other princedoms; so far, each had responded enthusiastically to Jezebel’s proposal for mutual defense and indicated that they would send a delegation to her coronation. Only the envoy they’d sent to Wayland, the princedom to the northwest of Spanbrook, had yet to return.

“If he doesn’t show up soon, we’ll have to send a search party,” Jezebel said one morning at their privy council meeting. “It doesn’t take this long to travel to Wayland and back.”

“Yes, Your Highness,” Badrick agreed.

“Oswald, what do we know about Prince Reuben?” Jezebel asked.

“He is a man of peace, Your Highness,” Oswald told her. “Relations between Spanbrook and Wayland were strong throughout Aldo’s reign. I don’t imagine he would be responsible for the holdup.”

“It could be bandits,” Badrick suggested. “There’s plenty of wilderness between here and Wayland Town where he could have run into trouble.”

Jezebel nodded. “If he hasn’t returned by tomorrow, let’s send a detachment.”

“Yes, Your Highness.”

“I’m also concerned about Syllith’s delay,” said Khaldun. “I’m quite anxious for her return.” He shot Jezebel a meaningful look.

The princess nodded, her expression grave. They hadn’t told the others about the artifact, but Khaldun knew she was as eager as he was to be rid of it.

“We may need to send someone to the university soon, too,” she said. “Although, without a flying carpet, that will be somewhat more problematic than bandits in Wayland.”

Oswald’s eyes narrowed. “Why should we be concerned about the witch? She is not an agent of this princedom.”

“We have some unfinished business with her,” Jezebel replied cryptically, her tone not brooking any further inquiry. Oswald didn’t reply, but shot Khaldun a curious glance.

After they’d finished, Jezebel asked Khaldun to stay behind for a moment. Once the others had left, she said, “I did it. I’m pregnant.”

“Are you sure?”

“Well, I missed my cycle, and I’ve been getting cramps—I normally never get them. And my breasts have been swollen and tender.”

“You should confirm it with the healer,” Khaldun suggested. “It’s still very early.”

“I will, but I’m pretty sure this is it. I wanted you to know first.”

“Congratulations,” said Khaldun, squeezing her hand. “So, I’m guessing this will be the end of the man parade for now?”

“Oh, yes,” Jezebel said with a sigh. “And not a moment too soon. I think this experience might have made me permanently unattracted to men.”

Khaldun chuckled. “Well, you can’t swear them off yet if you still want multiple heirs.”

“Don’t remind me,” Jezebel said, rolling her eyes. “I might have to reconsider that plan.”

They needn’t have worried about Syllith. After lunch that day, as Khaldun was returning to his tower, her carpet passed over the gate and landed in the courtyard. Khaldun went to fetch Jezebel, and the three of them gathered in his chambers. He sat down behind his desk, the princess and the witch across from him.

“I apologize for my prolonged absence,” said Syllith, “but there ended up being much to do at the university. I was going to send a messenger, but then finally, I was able to get away.”

“What was going on there?” Jezebel asked.

“Well, the governors held an inquiry,” Syllith explained. “When I showed up with Allison, they were very interested in learning what had happened here. But they also wanted to know if I had any information about Enigma’s whereabouts.

“So, I explained what we’d learned about Pytha, and the catastrophe we would be facing if we couldn’t find a way to restore the wards protecting that land. Much to my surprise, they agreed. They had me fly two of the sorcerers to the watchtower to assist Enigma.”

“Who, exactly?” Khaldun asked.

“Semblant and Sage.”

“I’m familiar with Semblant,” said Jezebel. “He’s the shapeshifter, right?” Syllith nodded. “What about Sage? I don’t think I’ve heard of him before.”

“Sage is a woman,” Syllith told them. “And the only governor from Shifar. She’s almost seven feet tall and all muscle. But she’s also the university’s preeminent magical scholar. If anyone can figure out how to fortify the wards around Pytha, she can.”

“That’s a fortunate turn of events,” said Khaldun. “Enigma told us that they refused to grant you permission to travel to Pytha, then expelled you when you defied them. I wonder what changed.”

“This time, I approached Sage first,” Syllith explained. “I knew if I could convince her, the others would listen. In hindsight, I wish I’d done that the first time. My specialty borders on necromancy, so I make the others uneasy. I think my request to investigate the old ones alarmed them. But they hold Sage in high regard. With her help, they even agreed to reinstate Enigma and me to the council.”

“That’s great news!” said Khaldun.

“I do feel vindicated,” Syllith replied. “The governors have also expressed a desire to reestablish formal ties with Spanbrook, now that Myrddin’s gone. It would be a good idea to have Khaldun travel to the university to do that.”

“Yes, definitely,” said Jezebel. “The rift with Spanbrook only existed because Myrddin became a necromancer, right?”

“Correct,” said Syllith. “And I was thinking that while we’re gone, I can take Khaldun to Highgate to have Azure make him a carpet.”

“That would be amazing,” Khaldun said with a grin. He’d missed the little time he’d spent using Enigma’s before the dragon incinerated it. “It would be super useful to have one.”

“I’m surprised more mages don’t have them,” said Jezebel.

“Well, they haven’t existed for very long,” Syllith replied. “Azure spent years perfecting the spells, and so far, Enigma’s the only one who’s been able to replicate his work. And those two are in agreement that they’d like to limit their production and provide them only to people we can trust. But in any event, it’s extremely difficult for us normal mages to control them. I can’t go nearly as fast as Enigma, for example, and flying takes my full concentration.”

“Making it difficult to cast other spells while you’re airborne?” Khaldun asked.

“Yes, exactly,” Syllith confirmed. “Doing so requires me to relinquish control of the carpet momentarily. Enigma and Azure have no such difficulties.”

“Well, I’d like to have you both here for the coronation,” said Jezebel. “But why don’t you make the trip right after that?”

“Perfect,” said Syllith. “That’ll give us time to get your new sorcerer trained up a bit.”

“Do you know how Allison is doing?” Jezebel asked.

“Yes. She’s adjusting well. They’ve bound her to one of the university mages, so she’ll remain there. She’s started her training and can call the four basic forces already.”

“Who did they bind her to?” asked Jezebel.

“I’m sorry; for security reasons, I’m not allowed to say,” said Syllith. “But it’s a well-respected mage who’s been at the university for many years. She’ll be fine.”

Jezebel nodded.

“And keep this to yourselves, but the governors are considering grooming Allison to join the council one day.”

“Seriously?” asked Jezebel. “That’s terrific, but why her? She’d never done magic before her transformation.”

“It’s not based on her skill as a mage,” Syllith explained. “She was a princess who stood to inherit a powerful princedom. The training and education she received here make her perfect for the job. The university operates as its own country, and the governors are its leaders. And Vision probably doesn’t have too much time left. He won’t tell anyone his age, but rumor has it he’s over three hundred years old. He’s still quite vigorous, but I don’t know how much longer he’ll be around.”

“That’s incredible,” said Jezebel. “Why do they call him ‘Vision’?”

“He can see things from afar,” Syllith explained. “His ability is similar to what you can do with the seeing stones, but he requires no special device to do it.”

“That would be a useful skill to have,” Khaldun observed.

“Yes,” Syllith agreed. “So, how have things been here?”

Jezebel told her about their efforts to establish treaties with the neighboring princedoms, and the plans for her coronation. “But there is one thing we need to bring up with you,” she concluded.

“Oh?” asked Syllith.

“Show her,” said Jezebel.

Khaldun held his hand above his desk, removing the artifact from the void. Syllith stared at it for a moment before saying, “You’ve got to be kidding me. Another one? Where did you find it?”

“Here, in my chambers, tucked into the void,” said Khaldun. “But it’s not like the one we recovered from Stanbridge.”

“How so?” she asked, her eyes narrowing as she met Khaldun’s gaze. But then she snapped her eyes back to the artifact and gasped. “I can feel it… someone’s beckoning to me from the other side of the portal. Have you opened it?”

“I have,” Khaldun admitted.

“And what happened?”

“Try it.”

Getting to her feet, Syllith grasped her staff. She tipped it toward the pyramid and muttered a spell. When she spoke the word of command, a serpent of smoke exploded from the artifact, circling the room and blocking the light from the windows before taking Nyro’s form. But the moment she appeared, she fixed Jezebel with a stare, her expression one of rage.

“You,” Nyro said, her voice barely more than a whisper.

Jezebel jumped to her feet, backing away from the demon and drawing her wand, as if she expected an attack. Khaldun saw the fear in her eyes, but also the resolve.

“Nyro,” Syllith whispered, also backing away from the demon.

Nyro turned her gaze to the witch, her reaction to Jezebel nothing more than a memory. “And who might you be?” she said, approaching her with a curious look. “Ah… one of the university’s illustrious governors has graced me with her presence?”

But Syllith backed away again, pointing her staff at the artifact again and closing the portal. Nyro disappeared, and the light returned to the room.

“I don’t fucking believe it,” said Syllith, rounding on Khaldun. “What the hell was that? If she can project herself here through the portal, then the wards around Pytha must be in worse shape than we realized!”

“I don’t think so,” said Khaldun, as the women retook their seats. “There’s no magic coming from her. Other than thought, that is.”

Syllith considered his words for a moment. “The apparition was only in our minds?”

Khaldun nodded. “That’s what I believe, yes. And she’s locked the portal onto herself somehow. I couldn’t access the spirit realm with it—only her. What I don’t understand is how she can still be so… human. The other two demons I’ve encountered were more like animals, seemingly incapable of rational thought.”

“Nyro is vastly more powerful than those others,” Syllith reminded him. “And I’m sure she took measures in life to ensure she would retain as much of her mind as possible in death.”

“Her reaction to me was startling,” said Jezebel. “How would she have any idea who I am?”

“I don’t know,” Khaldun replied, shaking his head. “Perhaps she sensed your presence when we visited the watchtower? Although she didn’t seem to recognize me, so that’s probably not it.”

“No,” said Syllith. “I wasn’t familiar to her at first, either, and I destroyed some of her lesser demons. It doesn’t seem like she can sense people through that barrier. But how did she figure out I was a governor?”

“I think she can read our minds,” said Khaldun. “Thought, again. It seems to be the only thing she can project or sense through the portal.”

Syllith nodded. “This must be how Myrddin learned the spells to become a necromancer. Nyro taught him.”

“Not exactly,” said Khaldun. This was the moment he’d been dreading. He and Jezebel had discussed at length how they’d reveal their discoveries to Syllith. And he knew the second would be controversial. “I found a scroll with the artifact. She wrote the spells on that.”

“Where is it?”

“We’re keeping that,” Jezebel told her. “We’d like you to take the artifact to the university to be destroyed, but the scroll is ours.”

“Yes, I need to take that thing away immediately,” said Syllith. “I’m sure Vision possesses the knowledge to destroy it. Either Enigma or Sage would be my first choice, but they’re at the watchtower, and I’m not bringing the artifact anywhere near there. I’m exhausted from my journey here, so I’ll need to rest first. But I’ll leave tomorrow at first light. This can’t wait for the coronation.”

They sat quietly for a moment, and Khaldun was surprised that she hadn’t said anything else. But then she added, “You should allow me to take the scroll, too.”

“No. It belongs to Spanbrook,” Jezebel replied. “We’re letting you take the artifact. But the scroll stays here.”

“Do you plan to use it?” Syllith asked, her tone suddenly icy.

“Not now,” said Jezebel. “Nor in the foreseeable future. Khaldun is new to his power and wants to master his skills as a sorcerer first. And then we’ll see. We may never use it, but if circumstances should warrant it, I want to have it available.”

Syllith nodded. “All right. I can understand that. And if you agree to use it only as a last resort, in a situation of urgent need, then I believe I can allow you to keep it, with one condition, and justify that decision to the other governors. They’ll want Khaldun to reaffirm that commitment when he visits, too, I’m sure.”

“Allow us to keep it?” Jezebel said, bristling with indignation. “It belongs to Spanbrook and you have no authority here.”

“Jez, we’re getting what we wanted,” said Khaldun. “Relax.”

“Nyro left these items here herself, I assume?” said Syllith.

“Yes,” Khaldun confirmed. “It turns out she grew up in Spanbrook. And apparently, she foresaw her own downfall. So, she came here and left the artifact and the scroll tucked into the void right here in these chambers.”

“As a potential escape route,” Syllith said with a nod. “Well, Your Highness, if you take a look at Spanbrook’s founding charter, you’ll find it specifies that any and all heirlooms and relics of the Pythan Empire that should turn up inside your borders are the property of the university.”

“What?” said Jezebel. “How would you know what’s in Spanbrook’s charter?”

“Because the university included that clause in the founding documents of every princedom on the continent,” Syllith explained. “As I’m sure you’re aware, the governors back then were a little overzealous in their quest to destroy anything pertaining to Nyro or necromancy. So, they were very careful to include that language.”

“But you just said you’d let us keep the scroll,” Jezebel replied with a tone of confusion.

“Yes, and I said there was one condition,” Syllith reminded her.

“And what might that be?”

“You’ll let me make a copy.”

“No,” said Jezebel.

“Why not?” said Syllith. “You get to keep the original. And the university regains this ancient knowledge.”

“I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” said Jezebel. “The original governors might have been committed to rooting out any trace of necromancy, but how do we know the current ones share their fervor? What if one of them decides to use these spells and become another Nyro?”

“I know them,” Syllith said with a shake of her head. “That won’t happen. Don’t forget, they banished me just for going to investigate what was going on in Pytha. Believe me, they share their ancient counterparts’ ardor.”

“All of them?” asked Jezebel, her eyes narrowing.

Syllith hesitated for just a moment. “Yes.”

“You don’t sound so sure,” Jezebel said. “What aren’t you telling us?”

Syllith let out a long sigh, rolling her eyes. “Unfounded rumors. Nothing more.”

“About one of the governors?” Jezebel asked. “One of the sorcerers?”

“Yes. But I tracked them myself for more than a year and couldn’t substantiate the stories.”

“What stories? That he was experimenting with necromancy? Which one was it?”

“I can’t say. As I said, the rumors were false.”

“Was it one of the men?”

“Look. Enigma and I have gone to great lengths to contain Nyro and destroy some of her demons. Warhammer, Vision, and all the conjurnors oppose necromancy with the same zeal as the old-timers. They’d probably insist on destroying the scroll and not making any copies. So, you don’t need to worry about any of those people. And I’d take my copy to Enigma for safekeeping. There’s no reason for any of the others to have access to it.”

“Then why do you want a copy?” asked Khaldun.

“I told you that you’d have to promise to use the scroll only under the direst of circumstances. The same would apply to us.”

“What are you getting at?” asked Jezebel.

“Nyro. It all comes back to Nyro. If Henry does somehow manage to capture a sorcerer, and compels them to become a necromancer, he’ll force them to try binding her. You can count on it. And if that happens, Nyro would overpower the sorcerer, taking total control. You both saw what happened to Myrddin. He bound a demon that was a little too strong for him, and in time, it escaped his control. Nyro is many orders of magnitude more powerful than that specter. Not even Enigma would be strong enough to control her.

“But if Nyro were to come back, then having our most powerful sorcerers become necromancers might be the only chance we’d have of defeating her. Enigma. Sage. Shatter, perhaps. Together, as necromancers, they might stand a chance against Nyro.

“Enigma and I have discussed this on many occasions. He was understandably resistant to the idea at first. But as a last resort, he agreed that he would do what was necessary. We talked about trying to break into the Darkhold again to take the spells from Dredmort. I was so close last time—I had his book in my hands. But he caught me and I was lucky to escape with my life. But now, the very spells we need have fallen into your laps. This changes everything.

“I ask you again. I implore you. Let me make a copy, and I’ll make sure the governors allow you to keep the original. And we’ll make a pact, here and now, that neither of us will ever use the spells unless there’s no other choice. I’ll give the copy to Enigma for safekeeping. And Khaldun keeps the original hidden here.”

Khaldun thought this was perfectly reasonable. He would have agreed then and there, but it wasn’t his choice to make. Jezebel let out a long sigh and said, “Let me think about it. You’re not leaving till morning. I’ll make my decision by then.”

“Nyro said that she foresaw more than one path to freedom, but that they all started here,” said Khaldun. “What other way out could she possibly have?”

Syllith shook her head. “Nyro is deceptive and manipulative. This is evident from the scant records of her reign I’ve been able to find.”

“So, she was lying,” said Jezebel.

“I think so,” Syllith agreed. “Or she was referring to more than one person finding the items she left here, as has already happened. Perhaps Myrddin represented one possible path to freedom, and Khaldun a second.”

“I also pointed out that I wouldn’t know how to free her,” Khaldun continued. “She said she would teach me. And I don’t think that was a lie. She desperately wanted me to go to Pytha, and there wouldn’t be much point in bringing me there if there was no way for me to liberate her.”

“Wait a minute,” said Jezebel. “I thought Enigma told us that the two of you opened a portal in the barrier to release a couple of the minor demons. To destroy them.”

“We didn’t open that portal. Enigma did. No normal mage could do it because we don’t know the spells. The elves created that barrier. Enigma was able to create a small opening, and just briefly. But he could only do that because he’s a sorcerer and doesn’t need to know the spells to tinker with the magic. And even that little portal took everything he had. No lesser sorcerer could have pulled it off. And not even Enigma can destroy the barrier, or replicate its magic.”

“Then how would I be able to open the barrier?” asked Khaldun.

“You wouldn’t without Nyro’s guidance,” said Syllith. “But Nyro’s had an awfully long time to examine those spells. And she understands them well enough that she and the other demons have been able to chip away at them, even from the inside, which I never would have thought possible. So, I’m sure she could instruct you how to break through from the outside.

“But it would also take a sorcerer to do it. Only a sorcerer could poke a hole in that barrier, and only a sorcerer could bind her.”

“Then how can Dredmort possibly hope to do it?” asked Jezebel. “Even if they were to capture a sorcerer, surely that person wouldn’t be strong enough to get through the barrier.”

Khaldun gasped. “Dredmort got his hands on that artifact we recovered from Stanbridge. Could he have used it to communicate with Nyro?”

“That’s what Enigma and I believe,” Syllith confirmed. “And I’m willing to bet she would have provided him with some other means of contacting her. That way, once they do capture a sorcerer and take them to Pytha, they’ll be able to get in touch with Nyro to get help with the barrier.”

Jezebel sat back in her chair, taking a deep breath, and letting it out in a long sigh. “Could you give me a few minutes to discuss all of this with Khaldun?”

“Yes, of course,” said Syllith, getting to her feet. “Come and find me when you’re done, sorcerer. We can get a little training in before we leave.” She left the room.


Chapter 5
Captured


Jezebel waited until they heard the door close at the bottom of the stairs, then said, “What do you think?”

“We should give her a copy of the spells. No question.”

“You trust her?”

“Absolutely, I do,” said Khaldun. “Don’t you?”

Jezebel nodded. “I think so. She wouldn’t be able to use the spells herself; she’s not a sorcerer. And I definitely trust Enigma. If Nyro were to escape, then I’d want him to become a necromancer. I hadn’t thought of that before.”

“My thought exactly,” Khaldun agreed.

“All right,” she said. “Make her a copy. But don’t give it to her until you’re about to leave tomorrow. I want her to sweat this out a little.” Khaldun nodded. Jezebel shot him a mischievous grin. “So, who do you think she was taking about? The one who might have been experimenting with necromancy?”

“I have no idea,” Khaldun said with a shrug.

“Well, who are the sorcerer governors? There’s Enigma, Semblant, Allure, Sage, Vision, and… damn, who was the last one? Oh, Shatter, right?”

“No, Warhammer,” said Khaldun. “Shatter’s the court mage in Stoutwall.”

“All right. And she said that Warhammer and Vision shared the ancient governors’ zeal against necromancy. And she suggested that Enigma and Sage could become necromancers if necessary. So, the rumors must have been about…”

“Allure or Semblant,” Khaldun finished for her. Jezebel fixed him with a stare, opening her mouth to say something, but then thinking better of it. “What is it?”

She hemmed and hawed for a few moments, then said, “I had an odd encounter with Allure when we were at the university.”

“You did? When?”

“I never told you or Raphael about it. But I woke up in the middle of the night when we were staying in his cottage. I felt like there was someone out in the woods beckoning to me. So, I got up and went out there. And I found Allure. She tried to entice me to enroll at the university. But she also told me that I’d inherited magic from both of my parents, but that I wouldn’t become a sorcerer. It was as if she could read my mind. She knew I was on a quest to find Enigma and save Allison.

“But at first, I just saw this golden glowing thing, like a little spark. And then it turned into Allure. But I saw the golden spark again, here in Allison’s chambers right before she left. It was female, but it wasn’t Allure. And she told me she’d be watching me.”

“A golden spark spoke to you?” Khaldun said skeptically.

“Don’t give me that look,” she told him. “I’m not crazy. There’s someone or something at the university that can turn into a spark. And I thought it was Allure at first, but it sure didn’t sound like her that last time. The voice was deeper.”

“I don’t understand. Did they follow us here?”

“I don’t know, but I don’t think so,” she replied, furrowing her brow. “I don’t think the spark was human.”

“What was it, then? A demon?”

“Maybe. Something like that.”

“Well, I don’t know what that could have been,” Khaldun said with a sigh. “But it sounds like it’s in league with Allure. And that makes me feel like she’s the one we shouldn’t trust.”

“Yes. I think you might be right.”

They left the tower, and Khaldun walked Jezebel to her offices. He hadn’t seen Syllith on his way there, so he went to check the great hall. Sure enough, she was in there eating. Once she’d finished, she suggested that they go out to the courtyard to practice.

“I’m surprised the trip here from the university drained you so much,” he said. “Enigma gave us his carpet when we left the watchtower, and we flew almost the whole day. It was tiring for sure, but not too bad with a couple of rests.”

“You’re a sorcerer,” Syllith reminded him. “Flying a carpet is much harder for us normal mages. But speaking of carpets, I’d like to start with imbuing objects with magical properties.”

“I connected a set of mirrors the other day; does that count?” Khaldun asked with a grin.

“To establish communication between the two?” Syllith asked skeptically. Khaldun nodded. “Impressive. You’re progressing faster than I thought. Well, then this first exercise should be easy for you,” she added, picking up a stone from the ground. “I want you to infuse this with air.”

“How do you mean?” he asked, taking the rock from her.

“Give it magic so it floats on its own.”

Khaldun held the stone in his open hand and focused on calling air and embedding it within the substance of the rock. After only a moment, it rose from his palm, floating several inches above it. He couldn’t help grinning.

“Take your hand away.” Khaldun did, and the stone stayed where it was, hovering in midair. “All right,” Syllith said, nodding appreciatively. “I didn’t believe you could do it, but I was wrong. But if you did connect those mirrors properly, then this should have been easy.”

“It was. But why is that?”

“Linking two objects to each other is much harder than imbuing a single one with magic. And doing this sort of thing with the magical force is also more difficult than it is with the four basic forces.”

“How long will it keep floating?” Khaldun asked.

“It depends on how much energy you put into your spell,” said Syllith. “This will probably last only a few minutes. Put more magic into it, and it could stay like this for a few hours.”

“But what about the mirrors? I thought those would stay connected forever unless someone removed the spell?”

“That’s correct,” Syllith confirmed. “But the basic forces typically have nature counteracting them. Gravity is still pulling this stone toward the ground. Eventually, it will overpower the spell. The same would be true if you imbued it with fire. The heat in the rock would eventually dissipate into the air around it. But with the mirrors, there’s nothing in nature working against the magical force you put into them, so their link will remain indefinitely.”

“That makes sense. I’ve seen a few mages use a sheet of energy to bind people. Could you teach me that?”

“Yes, good idea,” she replied. “First, I’m going to use the spell on you, and I want to see you cancel it.” Khaldun nodded. Syllith held out her staff and cast the spell. An area of shimmering blue light formed above his head and covered him like a blanket. “Now, sense the magic, and⁠—”

Before she could finish, Khaldun washed the spell away with a thought. “That wasn’t so tough.”

“I wasn’t done,” she chided. “I wanted you to commit the feeling of the spell to memory so you could recreate it.”

“Oh,” Khaldun replied, feeling crestfallen. But he had experienced this spell a few times before. “Let me try it anyway. I think I can do it.”

“Go ahead.”

Khaldun held out one hand, and imagined gathering the magical force above the witch’s head. Sure enough, a sheet of blue energy formed, and he directed it to cover her. But as it fell, Syllith uttered a counter-spell, and it passed through her as if she weren’t there.

Syllith chuckled. “I’ll confess, I thought you were going to need a lot more work than this. But I envy you. Magic never came so easily to me.”

“It’s only because I’m a sorcerer, though, right? It wasn’t this easy for me before my transformation.”

“That is a large part of it,” Syllith agreed. “But it’s more than that. I didn’t want to say this in front of Her Highness, but Allison is having a much tougher time coming into her magic. She has called the four basic forces, but it’s been a struggle.”

“Why is that? It should be as easy for her as it is for me, shouldn’t it?”

“Not at all. You were already a mage for many years before your metamorphosis. Allison didn’t even know she possessed magic before hers.”

“Ah, I guess that would make a difference.”

“Yes, but despite that, you are still picking things up faster than I anticipated. But that’s enough discussion. Let’s move on to something else.”

“What about calling a tornado?” Khaldun asked with a grin. “We saw you use that against Nineve at your cottage.”

“At my cottage?” she asked, her eyes narrowing.

“Well, we weren’t there when you did it, but after we found your place, I could sense that magic had been performed there. I was able to see what happened and show it to Jezebel.”

“Had you ever seen a mage implement that kind of spell before?” Khaldun shook his head. “It seems you have an affinity for the magical force.”

“Illusions were my forte when I was a wizard,” he said with a shrug.

“That could explain it,” Syllith replied with a nod. “We can try a tornado. What I did at the cottage was a water spout, but that would be much more difficult here. Doing it by the sea, there’s much more water available for the spell. But either way, it’s only a matter of calling air and water at the same time, and adding the magical force to provide the rotation. Watch.”

Syllith held out her staff, and began uttering the spells. At first, nothing happened. But then Khaldun spotted a leaf circling round and round across the courtyard from them. Within moments, it picked up in intensity, and soon, there was a funnel of dirt and debris spinning ever faster. It was small, rising only twice as tall as Khaldun, but still seemed like it would do some damage if it hit him. Khaldun focused on its energy, sensing the spells Syllith was pouring into it to keep it going.

Passersby stopped what they were doing to watch the spectacle, some of them running away from the twister as it bobbed across the courtyard. But finally, Syllith let it dissipate. “Your turn,” she said with a grin.

Holding his arms out to his sides, Khaldun focused on gathering the air and magical forces to create a cyclone of his own. Slowly, it began. As it became visible, he tried wringing the water out of the air around them to make it a water spout, but this proved fruitless. Syllith was right: there simply wasn’t enough water present to do it. Giving that up, he concentrated instead on growing the twister larger.

But suddenly someone screamed. Khaldun realized that a little girl had emerged from the castle, nearly running into his spell. He canceled the magic immediately and the girl ran back inside.

Syllith taught him how to throw a fireball next. She hurled one at the nearest wall, keeping it small to make sure it wouldn’t do any damage. Khaldun threw one next, but put a little too much force into it. The stone glowed red-hot where it impacted.

“That’s enough of that, I think,” Syllith said, raising her eyebrows.

“What about shield spells?” Khaldun asked. “We saw Nineve use one when we fought her in Oxcart. It canceled anything we threw at her.”

“Yes, those can be quite useful in a fight,” she agreed. “I find them difficult to sustain in the heat of battle, but given your aptitude with the magical force, you shouldn’t have any problem.”

Syllith held out her staff, turning in a circle and muttering her incantations. Once she’d completed a full circle, Khaldun noticed a shimmering sphere form around her, but it seemed to disappear a moment later.

“Throw something at me,” she told him.

Khaldun hurled a fireball at her. But it hit her sphere and disappeared.

“Try to sense what I did here,” Syllith told him. “It’s nothing but the magical force, but it’s tricky. The spell isn’t actively doing anything, only canceling any magic that touches it.”

Khaldun could feel its presence, even though he couldn’t see it after that first moment. “I think I’ve got it.” Syllith eliminated her shield and instructed Khaldun to try it. Holding out both arms again, he gathered the magical force around him, but concentrated on its capacity for counteracting spells. Moments later, a sphere shimmered around him briefly. “I’m ready.”

Syllith held out her staff and spoke an incantation. A jet of fire slammed into Khaldun’s spell, but bounced off, flying over the castle walls.

“That’s not quite right,” she said with a chuckle. “But still very effective!”

Syllith threw a fireball at him; this also bounced off, flying into his tower. She directed a small cyclone at him next, but this struck his sphere and rebounded back toward her. In the end, she had to cancel it to avoid being hit.

Khaldun dropped his spell.

“Try it again,” said Syllith. “But this time, imagine the magic dousing anything that touches it—like pouring water on a flame—instead of deflecting it.”

Khaldun gathered the magic around him again, trying to tap into its dampening effects this time. This did the trick. Syllith threw a jet of fire, a fireball, and a twister at him again, and this time, his magic canceled her every spell.

“I feel like that first spell could be useful, too,” Khaldun said as he dropped his shield.

“Yes, particularly if you find yourself fighting multiple enemies on your own,” Syllith agreed. “But you’ll want to be careful with that if you’re part of a larger force. You wouldn’t want the enemies’ spells hitting your allies.”

“Good point,” Khaldun said with a nod. “I wasn’t in control of which way the deflected spells went.”

“Let’s do one more thing,” said Syllith. “I’m going to teach you a sleep spell. But before we begin, it’s imperative that you understand how dangerous this kind of magic can be. The university has banned spells that interfere with the normal functions of the human mind. They’ve been found to cause madness. But the sleep spell is the least harmful and can come in quite useful when engaging an enemy. Officially speaking, it is still prohibited. But if you use it to save a life—your own or someone else’s—then you wouldn’t face any punishment. Understood?”

“Yes,” Khaldun replied with a nod.

“As a sorcerer, you could figure out how to use this type of magic to do many other things—modifying memory, as Myrddin did to Leda, for example. But you must resist the urge to experiment with this. You heard about the sickness Myrddin’s magic caused. Using the sleep spell on someone once or twice is unlikely to cause any lasting damage. But you must never apply it to the same person more than that.”

“I understand.”

Syllith regarded him in silence for a moment, as if deciding if she wanted to proceed or not. But finally, she said, “We’ll need a couple of people to practice on,” she said, gazing around the courtyard. “Wait here—I’ll be right back,” she said before trotting off. She returned moments later with two of the stable boys. They each shot apprehensive glances at Khaldun; he smiled at them reassuringly.

Syllith taught Khaldun the spell. Once he’d committed it to memory, he held out one hand toward the first boy and recited it, finishing with the word of command, and paying close attention to how the magic was operating. The boy swooned; Syllith caught him before he hit the ground, setting him down gently.

“Now, cancel the spell to wake him,” she said.

Khaldun repeated the words, using the opposite word of command. The boy groaned and opened his eyes. Khaldun tried it on the second boy, this time without using the spell’s words. This worked as well. He did it again to wake him, then they thanked the boys for their help, and they hurried back to the stables.

Before they could work on anything else, Khaldun heard a commotion over by the gate. He spotted one of the castle guards getting off his horse and hurrying into Jezebel’s offices. Khaldun excused himself and rushed over to see what was going on; Syllith followed. But by the time they’d reached the door, Jezebel was already emerging with the guard.

“What’s wrong?” asked Khaldun.

“A messenger showed up at the western end of town,” Jezebel told them. “Said something about transporting a sorcerer to the university, but they were attacked.”

“Attacked where?” asked Syllith, her expression grave.

Jezebel shrugged, turning to the guard.

“I don’t know, my lady. He passed out before we could get anything else out of him. He’s in pretty rough shape.”

“Take us to him,” Syllith replied.

Khaldun looked to Jezebel; she nodded. He and Syllith followed the guard out of the castle, setting off at a trot. They moved beyond the wall, and past the western limit of the town. There was a crowd gathered by the side of the road.

“Make way!” the guard shouted, leading them to the center of the group.

A man was lying on the ground, his clothes in tatters, and blood dripping from multiple wounds. Syllith dropped to her knee right next to him, checking his pulse. She tried shaking him to wake him up, then smacked him lightly on the cheek. But the man didn’t stir.

“What I’m about to do should be implemented only in an emergency,” Syllith said, looking up at Khaldun. He nodded. Returning her attention to the man, she held her staff over him and muttered an incantation. Khaldun could sense the spell operating on his brain. Suddenly the man opened his eyes and gasped, staring up at Syllith.

“Where am I?” he asked, but then coughed up some blood.

Syllith leaned back to avoid being splattered. “You’re in Spanbrook. Where is the sorcerer you were transporting?”

The man gazed up at her for a moment as if he was having trouble remembering. “We were in Wayland,” he said finally. “On our way here. They attacked us…”

“Who did?”

“Don’t know,” he said shaking his head. “But they captured the girl.”

“The sorcerer? They took the sorcerer?”

The man nodded. “We tried to stop them but there were too many.”

“Were the men from Fosland?” Syllith asked. “Was it Henry’s men?”

The man opened his mouth to reply, but only expelled his breath without speaking. Syllith checked his pulse again, but turned to Khaldun and shook her head. “See that he gets a proper burial,” she said to the guard as she regained her feet. “We need to investigate this,” she told Khaldun.

“Do you think Henry could be behind it?”

Syllith considered it for a moment. “It doesn’t seem likely. It’s standard practice to send new sorcerers to the university. Wherever this girl came from, the lord or prince in her territory would have ordered an escort to take her there without delay. To the best of my knowledge, Henry hasn’t stationed any troops this far west.”

“He might have spies, though.”

“I’m sure he does. But it would take time for a spy to get a message to Fosland, and for them to send troops”

“Unless they used mirrors.”

“That’s true. But regardless of who captured her, she’s an unbound sorcerer. We need to find her. Let’s get back to the castle and we can take my carpet.”

They hurried back the way they’d come and stopped by Jezebel’s office to update her on the situation.

“Wayland,” she said with a sigh. “I’ll bet you Reuben is behind this. Spanbrook may have had a good relationship with them for ages, but our emissary hasn’t returned yet, either. We were getting ready to send a search party.”

“Hopefully, we can get him back as well as this sorcerer, Your Highness,” said Syllith.

“We can send a detachment of guards with you,” Jezebel suggested.

“We’re going to take my carpet, so we’ll only be able to take a couple more—we’ll need to save spots for the hostages. But Your Highness, taking your men there could be interpreted as an act of war.”

“So could abducting our emissary.”

“Yes, but if Khaldun and I take care of this on our own, we can act purely as agents of the university. He’s your court mage, but as a governor, I can requisition his service.”

“We won’t provoke a conflict, but neither will we back down from a fight,” Jezebel replied. “I won’t hide behind treaties or laws; we must project strength. Take two guards.”

“Very well, Your Highness,” Syllith said with a bow.

“I thought the university had to remain neutral?” Khaldun asked her.

“It does so by choice,” she replied. “But the abduction of an unbound sorcerer is one instance where we will always take sides. Trust me, my colleagues would expect me to do everything in my power to rescue her.”

Syllith had left her carpet in Jezebel’s offices earlier for safekeeping, so she grabbed that, then headed out to the courtyard. Khaldun followed her, and Jezebel sent two of her men. Syllith unfurled the carpet on the ground, instructed Khaldun to sit down on the front-left corner, and positioned the guards at the rear corners.

“You’re in for a wild ride,” Khaldun told them over his shoulder. One of them was already turning green.

Syllith took her place across from Khaldun, but then turned to him and said, “Before we leave, you should go retrieve those mirrors you connected. Keep one and give its pair to the princess.”

“Good thinking,” he said. He ran up to his chambers and grabbed the mirrors. Pocketing one, he gave the other to Jezebel, then returned to the carpet and retook his seat.

Syllith began uttering her spells. The carpet lifted off the ground, rising slowly at first, until they were looking down at Khaldun’s tower. Then they shot off to the west. Khaldun heard one of the men screaming behind him.

Syllith followed the west road out of Spanbrook, flying at top speed. When they reached the first major fork, she turned to the northwest toward Wayland. Khaldun kept his eye on the terrain below, searching for any signs of the sorcerer or her captors. Only an hour later, he spotted what looked like the wreckage of a carriage. Catching Syllith’s attention, he pointed toward the ground.

They had flown past the debris by the time Syllith slowed them down, so they circled around, then touched down by the road. Syllith removed the spells holding them on the carpet. The guard who’d looked sick before jumped to his feet and puked up his guts in the shrubs.

Khaldun couldn’t help grimacing. But he could empathize with the man; he probably hadn’t woken up that day expecting to fly like a bird.

There were a few bodies lying in the dirt nearby; Syllith went to examine those. Khaldun moved toward the wreckage to get a closer look. Sure enough, it had been a carriage. The attackers had tipped it over and pushed it off the road. Someone had ripped the door off its hinges. He checked inside, but there was nobody there. But then he spotted the door lying nearby and gasped when he saw the crest painted on it. Picking up the door, he brought it to Syllith.

“Looks like our sorceress came from Blacksand,” she noted.

“Yes,” Khaldun said with a sigh. “And I have a feeling I might know her.”

“Oh?”

“I grew up with a girl named Mira. She was a witch, and we both trained with Nomad. Her father was the lord of a small holding in Blacksand, and he sent her for when she was twelve. She returned to the troupe several years later, and by then, had become a magical null.”

“A null?” Syllith repeated. “That’s exceptionally rare. There have been only —”

“Four recorded cases in the history of the university,” Khaldun finished for her. “I know. Mira is the fifth.”

“None of the others became sorcerers,” Syllith told him.

“So, what does that mean for Mira?” he asked. “What happens if a null becomes a sorcerer?”

“I have no idea,” Syllith said with a shrug. “But we don’t know yet if your friend is the girl in question. Let’s get to Castle Wayland and see what we can find.”

“You think Reuben is responsible for this? It could have been bandits.”

“Take a look,” she replied, nodding toward the bodies.

Khaldun checked the corpses. Two of them wore Blacksand’s colors, but the third wore the uniform of Wayland. He nodded to Syllith, his expression grim.

“I’ll fly us to the castle,” she said. “But I want you to make us invisible as soon as we take off. We’ll see what we’re up against, and then decide how to proceed.”

“Understood.”

They retook their places on the carpet and took off into the sky.


Chapter 6
Wayland


Khaldun made them invisible as they lifted off. Syllith flew them high and fast, and they reached Castle Wayland only a couple of hours later. Unlike Spanbrook, the castle stood separately from the town, roughly a quarter of a mile away. It had a moat; the drawbridge was up and the gate was closed. There was a heavy guard posted all along the battlements, and Khaldun spotted a witch and a wizard patrolling among them.

“Well, they certainly look guilty,” said Khaldun.

“Yes,” Syllith agreed. “But they’re expecting a ground assault. Reuben would have no way of knowing that I was in Spanbrook, or that we could fly over his walls. That looks like a trapdoor on the top of the keep. I can set us down on the roof, and then you and I can go inside.”

“We’ll have to do a room-to-room search. We have no idea where they might be keeping the sorcerer or the emissary.”

“You’re right, we don’t,” she replied. “So, we’ll grab someone who does. Bring them up here and convince them to tell us where they’re keeping the hostages.”

“Like one of the guards? They might not know, either.”

“No, Reuben. He’s the only one who’s guaranteed to know where they are.”

“That’s bold,” said Khaldun. “But how do we know where to find him?”

“He’s not on the walls, and it doesn’t look like he’s in the courtyard, either. He must be in the keep somewhere. It’s not very big. I’d expect to find him in his chambers, or in the great hall. With a building this small, I doubt there’s a separate throne room.”

“His chambers are sure to be on the upper level,” said Khaldun. “It shouldn’t be too hard to get there.”

“I’m going to set us down on the roof. We’ll leave the guards to protect the carpet—keep your invisibility spell intact here, and I’ll enclose the two of us in a separate spell. When we get to the trapdoor, cast an illusion of the closed hatch, just in case anyone happens to be looking that way. Then we’ll go inside and find his chambers.”

Khaldun nodded.

Syllith flew them to the roof of the keep. She ordered the guards to stay put, then cast a separate invisibility spell around herself and Khaldun. They ran over to the trapdoor. Khaldun cast his illusion, then they opened it. There was an interior hatch with a folding stepladder attached to it. They lowered that and hurried down the steps, folding up the ladder and closing the hatch behind them.

The corridor was empty. There was a large set of double doors at the far end, and Khaldun guessed it must be the master suite. They crept along the hallway, but neither heard nor saw any sign of anyone on this level. Syllith cracked open one of the double doors. Peering inside, Khaldun couldn’t see anyone. They opened the door a little wider, slipping inside and closing it again behind them.

“This must be the master suite,” Khaldun whispered, gazing around at the enormous four-poster bed, ornate mirror, and giant wooden desk and high-backed chair in the corner. “But no Reuben.”

“We’ll have to go down to the great hall,” Syllith replied. “Come on.”

Leaving the chambers, they found the stairs, and made their way down to the first floor. There were people moving about here, so they had to be careful not to run into anyone. They found the doors to the great hall wide open. There was a small feast taking place inside, but it looked like it was nearing its end. There was a chunky man with a crown on his head sitting at the center of the high table. This had to be Reuben.

“Looks like they’re wrapping up,” Syllith whispered in his ear. “We can wait a few minutes and see if we get a chance to grab him when he’s alone.”

They moved to an empty spot along the rear wall and waited. Servants were already clearing the platters and dishes from the tables. Reuben was finishing his drink, chatting with an elderly man to his right. Khaldun suspected it was probably his steward. But the minutes dragged by, and the two kept talking in hushed tones as the rest of the room thinned out.

Finally, it was only Reuben, his confidant, and two guards. Khaldun was about to suggest that they try taking him now, but finally, the prince rose from his seat and headed out of the hall.

Syllith and Khaldun followed him as he made his way upstairs. But when they reached the second floor, she held out her staff and cast a spell. It must have knocked Reuben out, because he fell to the floor, unconscious.

“Bind him and take him with us,” said Syllith. “We don’t want him struggling too much when we wake him up.”

Khaldun nodded. He called the magical force, lowering a glowing sheet of energy on the prince. Once it had fully enclosed him, he called air, lifting the man off the floor, and they hurried back to the trapdoor. Syllith opened it, and scurried up the ladder. Khaldun sent Reuben up to her next, then climbed up to the roof, pulling up the ladder behind him and closing the hatch.

They took Reuben to the carpet, and lay him down across its center. Then Khaldun and Syllith retook their spots on the front corners, but facing the rear of the carpet this time. Syllith flew them high into the sky, then wakened Reuben.

The prince opened his eyes, taking in his captors, and then began struggling mightily against his magical bonds. But it was no use; he could barely move.

“I wouldn’t try wriggling around too much,” Syllith told him. “We’re about a thousand feet in the air right now, and it sure would be a shame if you were to fall off.”

Reuben tried to reply, but managed only muffled grunting and moaning sounds. His face reddened with rage.

“Adjust the spell so he can speak properly,” Syllith said to Khaldun. He removed the energy from around the man’s head.

“You stupid bitch! This is a violation of treaty! When the other princes hear about this you will be⁠—”

“Kidnapping that girl violated the treaty, Your Highness. The founding documents of every princedom on the continent stipulate that the university possesses sole jurisdiction over sorcerers. Where is she?”

“You can’t have her,” Reuben replied, spittle flying from his mouth. “Spanbrook’s already got a new sorcerer, now that that hell-spawned necromancer is gone. Our people lived in fear long enough. It’s time for Wayland to have its day in the sun!”

“That’s not how it works, you fool,” said Syllith. “The girl must go to the university. There, she’ll be bound and assigned somewhere. It won’t be Spanbrook, I can promise you that. Now, where is she?”

Reuben tried to spit on her but missed. Syllith nodded to Khaldun. Calling air, he lifted the prince off the carpet, moving his head beyond its edge. Reuben turned his head to look down at the ground and screamed.

“Tell us where you’re keeping the sorcerer!” Syllith shouted at him.

“No! You can’t have her!”

Syllith nodded to Khaldun again. He moved the prince farther out from the carpet, until his entire body was floating beyond its edge.

“You can’t do this to me! I’m the ruling prince of Wayland!”

“You won’t be for much longer if you don’t tell me what I want to know,” Syllith told him.

“You won’t harm me. The governors will strip you of your staff and banish you for life!”

“Wrong, big man. I am a governor. The name is Syllith. I’m sure you’ve heard of me.”

The prince gazed at her for a moment, his mouth opening and closing soundlessly. Finally, he yelled, “All right! She’s in the dungeon! Miserable wench wouldn’t cooperate, so we threw her in a cell! Now bring me back in! Don’t let me fall!”

“What about Spanbrook’s emissary?” Syllith asked.

Reuben blanched. “He’s… he’s… down in the dungeons too.”

“Bring him in,” Syllith said to Khaldun. He moved the prince back onto the carpet. “We’re returning to your keep. Once we get inside, you’ll escort us to your dungeons and order your people to release the sorcerer and the emissary. You’ll then accompany us back to our carpet, and allow us to leave unmolested. You understand?”

The prince glared at her but nodded.

Syllith flew them back down to the keep, landing on the roof again. She ordered the guards to remain with the carpet, then Khaldun released the prince from his spell. The three of them moved across the roof to the trapdoor. Opening it, Syllith went inside first, followed by the prince, and then Khaldun.

“If you try anything, we won’t hesitate to light you on fire,” Syllith told the prince.

Reuben nodded. Syllith removed their invisibility spell, then the prince led them down the stairs to the first floor. When his guards spotted them, they ran over, weapons drawn. But Syllith held onto the prince by one arm.

“His Highness is escorting us to the dungeons,” Syllith told the men. “Allow us to pass and you have my word we won’t harm him.”

The guards looked to the prince for instructions.

“Do it,” he said angrily.

The guards stepped aside, sheathing their swords. Reuben led them to another stairway and down to the lower level. They reached a dark corridor lit only by torches. There was a terrible stench and Khaldun had to hold his nose. They followed Reuben to the dungeons. The guards came, too, giving the mages a wide berth. Khaldun kept an eye on them to make sure they didn’t try anything.

Sure enough, the person locked in the first cell was Mira. She was chained and shackled to the wall, her head drooping onto one shoulder. Her dress was torn and dirty.

“Mira!” Khaldun yelled.

She raised her head and stared at him for a moment. Her skin had turned golden, but her irises remained the same dark brown as always. There was a gash across one cheek, and she had a black eye. Finally, the light of recognition in her eyes, she said, “Khaldun! How did you find me?”

“You bastard,” Khaldun said to Reuben, calling air to lift him off the ground, and igniting a flame only inches from his face. “What did you do to her?”

Reuben whimpered, but Syllith placed a hand on Khaldun’s shoulder.

“Khaldun, no,” she said. “We need to get out of here.”

Khaldun canceled his spells, turning his attention back to Mira. “Are you all right?”

“Just a little banged up,” she told him. “I’ll be fine, now that you’re here.”

“Release her,” Syllith ordered the prince. He nodded to one of his guards, who produced a key. He unlocked the cell, then moved inside and freed Mira. She spat in his face, then ran to Khaldun and embraced him.

“Where’s the emissary?” Syllith demanded.

Reuben looked like he might be sick, but led them to another cell farther back. The odor grew stronger, and Khaldun felt ill. They found the emissary. He was chained and shackled to the wall, as Mira had been, but someone had slit his throat. The front of his clothes were covered in dry blood, and flies were buzzing around his corpse. Syllith saw him and turned away, covering her mouth and grunting.

“Princess Jezebel will not allow your actions to go unpunished,” Khaldun told Reuben. “She sent this man here in peace to invite you to her coronation and negotiate a mutual defense treaty. What reason did you have to murder him?”

“I don’t trust that whore,” Reuben replied, glaring at him. “Some little farmgirl that has no right to sit on a throne. First that necromancer, and now some cutthroat mercenary unit? Mutual defense my ass. She knows we have no army. What’s to stop her from using those sellswords to add a couple more princedoms to her lands?”

“You ignorant fool,” said Syllith. “It’s Fosland you have to worry about—not Spanbrook!”

“Rubbish,” said Reuben. “Henry lacks the resources to penetrate this deep into Dorshire. That farm slut is using that as an excuse to grab more power herself. I won’t allow it. Wayland will stop her.”

Syllith gave it up as a lost cause. “Let’s get out of here,” she said to Khaldun. “You’ll escort us back up to the roof, and then we’ll let you go,” she added to Reuben.

“Mira and I will go on horseback,” Khaldun said, shooting Syllith a meaningful look. He didn’t know if Rueben had figured out that Mira was a null, and figured it was best to keep him in the dark if he hadn’t.

Syllith stared at him for a moment, then said, “Right. Change of plans, Your Highness. You’ll provide the sorcerers with horses. And you’ll escort the two of them out of your castle while I fly overhead. Once we’re over the drawbridge, you’ll let us pass unhindered through your lands.”

“We’ll let you pass, but I’m not giving you horses. These two can walk.”

Syllith held out her staff and called fire. A tongue of flame sprang to life in front of the prince’s face. Startled, he stumbled backward and fell flat on his back. Syllith moved the flame directly over him.

“Fine! I’ll give them one horse! Son of a bitch!”

“They’ll have as many horses as you have hands,” Syllith told him. “Will it be one or two?”

Reuben started daggers at her for a moment, then muttered, “Two.”

Syllith canceled her spell and one of the guards helped Reuben to his feet.

“If you don’t see me flying overhead by the time you cross the drawbridge, incinerate His Highness,” Syllith said to Khaldun. He nodded, and she hurried off.

“Come on,” he said to Mira, leading her out of the dungeons. He was worried she might be hurt worse than she was letting on, but she had no trouble climbing the steps to the main level.

Reuben’s guards stood aside, allowing them to move across the courtyard. The prince ordered the gate opened and the drawbridge lowered. They brought horses, and Khaldun helped Mira into the saddle. Once he’d mounted, they left the castle. Looking up as they crossed the drawbridge, Khaldun spotted Syllith flying overhead.

“This isn’t over,” Reuben called out to him. “You tell that little farm slut that she hasn’t seen the end of Prince Reuben of Wayland.”

Khaldun ignored him. They set out at a trot, heading southeast on the road. But after only a few minutes, Syllith set down nearby. Khaldun reined in his horse right next to Mira’s.

“We’re not out of trouble yet,” Syllith said, walking over to them, her two passengers right behind her. “Their guards are following you. And the two mages are with them.”

“Great,” Khaldun said with a sigh. “And we’ve got at least a four days’ march ahead of us. Why don’t we incinerate the lot of them and be done with it?”

“We can’t. Or I can’t, at least. They surrendered Mira to us, in compliance with their charter. As a governor, I’ve done all I can unless they attack again. Which I suspect they will do before we reach the border.”

“Well, we’ll deal with that when the time comes,” Khaldun said with a shrug.

“These two will march with you,” Syllith told him, indicating the two guards. “And you should use that shield spell I taught you as you’re riding. It’ll be dark soon. I might not see them if they approach through the trees.”

Khaldun nodded, reaching out with one hand to call the magical force. But nothing happened.

“You won’t be able to do magic so close to me,” Mira told him.

“The shield is similar to the invisibility spell,” Khaldun replied. “It forms a bubble around us—it won’t be acting on you directly, so it should work.”

“No, you don’t understand,” said Mira. “My null changed when I transformed. It’s stronger now. Magic doesn’t work around me at all. You’ll have to move farther away or else you won’t be able to work any spells.”

Khaldun regarded her skeptically, and tried again. Nothing happened. He tried calling a simple flame, but it was no use. Mira was right. He moved his mount in front of hers, then tried the shield spell again, encasing Mira and her horse within it. This time, it worked. He expanded it to include himself and the guards.

“This will have to do,” said Syllith. “Stay alert. Let’s get as far as we can from the castle before we stop to rest. And you should use your mirror to contact Jezebel. It would be best to have her guards meet us at the border.”

Khaldun nodded. Syllith returned to her carpet and took off again. Khaldun took the lead, Mira behind him, and the two guards bringing up the rear. Khaldun took out his mirror. Gazing into it, he found Jezebel staring back at him.

“What’s going on?” she asked.

He explained the situation, and asked if she could send her guards. She agreed.

“I’ll send them now. They’ll reach the border before you. Are you all right?”

“We’re fine,” he replied. “For now, at least.”

Jezebel nodded. “Let me know if you need anything else.”

Khaldun pocketed the mirror and forged ahead. He desperately wanted to catch up with Mira, but it would have to wait. Wayland’s forces could ambush them at any moment, and he needed to stay focused.

He set a brisk pace, and drew confidence from seeing Syllith overhead. But then the sun set and it grew dark, and he lost sight of her. Khaldun called a giant flame to light their way, and hopefully provide at least a little warning if Reuben’s people attacked.

Khaldun grew weary keeping himself on high alert for so long. They were passing through a forest, and every little noise in the trees set him on edge. Another hour or two passed, but there was no contact with their pursuers.

Syllith landed again a little while later to check in with them. She couldn’t see any sign of the Waylanders anymore but didn’t believe they’d retreated, either. Syllith returned to the sky, and Khaldun kept putting one foot in front of the other.

But then, they rounded a corner and found dozens of soldiers waiting for them—far more than they’d had back at the castle. Either some of them were illusions, or Reuben had called in reinforcements from his vassals—and Khaldun doubted he could have done that so quickly.

Khaldun checked to their rear, and found a cavalry unit riding up behind them. The soldiers had cut off any possible route of escape.

Suddenly, the witch Khaldun had seen patrolling the battlements appeared on the road out in front of them. “Surrender the girl, and we’ll let you and your men go.”

Khaldun responded with a fireball. But the witch canceled it before disappearing again. Several of the soldiers charged, brandishing swords. Khaldun called a wall of fire to obstruct their way. The first two ran into it, and the spell ignited their clothing. They fell to the ground, screaming and writhing.

Someone canceled the flames, and the rest of the men continued their charge. Khaldun prepared his next spell, but suddenly multiple fireballs descended from the sky, slamming into the soldiers and igniting their uniforms.

Reaching out with one hand, Khaldun cast a spell to cancel illusions. Roughly half of the troops out in front of them disappeared. Calling the air and magical forces, he hurled a cyclone at the rest. The funnel hit the first few men, tossing them into the air; they screamed as they flew. The others charged away, but Khaldun set the twister to pursue them. Turning to the rear, he called another small tornado, but the riders galloped away.

The road was clear, so Khaldun resumed his forward march. But a few minutes later, a voice from above shouted, “Look out!” Khaldun froze, looking for an attack. A jet of fire erupted from the sky, exposing and torching a group of soldiers. Their screams died out in only seconds, and darkness returned. Minutes later, a wizard and witch appeared on the road in front of them, backed by a dozen troops.

“Last chance,” the witch called out. “Give us the girl.”

Suddenly, the wizard held out his wand, hurling fireballs into the sky. In their light, Khaldun spotted Syllith flying erratically to avoid the spells.

The witch called the magical force, but her blue sheet of energy hit Khaldun’s shield spell and slipped harmlessly to the ground. Khaldun hurled another cyclone at them; together, the mages managed to cancel it before it hit them.

Khaldun called a wall of flame, moving it toward the pair. They canceled it and he threw a jet of fire at the wizard. This spell hit its mark and the man screamed as his robes went up in flames. The witch canceled the fire, then sent a tornado at them. But it hit Khaldun’s shield spell and vanished.

The wizard vanished, and the witch tried canceling his shield spell, but Khaldun reinforced it, and it remained intact. Next, he called the magical force, casting a sheet of blue energy that descended on the witch, covering her like a blanket. It bound her legs together, pinning her arms to her torso, and she toppled to the ground. Khaldun called fire, trying to incinerate her from within. Nothing happened at first—the witch was powerful, which gave her some innate resistance to his spell. But he poured all his strength into it, and finally, she ignited. She screamed and writhed for only a few moments before the flames consumed her.

And at that moment, an ear-splitting roar pierced the night. Mira’s horse reared, nearly throwing her from its back as a dragon swooped in, belching a river of fire down on the road in front of them. The troops scrambled out of the way, but the dragon landed, rearing its giant head for another blast. The soldiers fled. Finally, the dragon roared again before trotting up the road and vanishing moments later.

“Tell me that beast was an illusion,” Mira said.

“Yes, you can thank Syllith for that,” Khaldun replied with a grin.

They continued on their way, but Khaldun was growing weary. Mira kept nodding off and waking up again; he worried she’d fall off the horse. Finally, about an hour after their last skirmish, Syllith set her carpet down in the road, and checked in with Khaldun.

“We should find somewhere to camp for the rest of the night,” she suggested. “I can’t keep this up much longer.”

“Agreed,” Khaldun said with a yawn.

They moved off the road and found a small clearing a little way into the woods. Syllith took the first watch with one of the guards. Khaldun lay down on the ground with Mira, the other guard nearby.

“Thank the stars you found me,” Mira whispered. “I didn’t know how I was going to get out of there.”

“You’re safe now,” Khaldun replied. “Try to get some sleep.”

But Mira was already snoring softly.


Chapter 7
Sorceress


Khaldun started awake to find Syllith staring down at him.

“Your turn, sorcerer,” she said, plopping on the ground a few feet away. “Everything’s been quiet. But wake me if there’s trouble.”

Khaldun got to his feet; the guards had already swapped positions. He stretched and yawned, then circled their clearing a few times to get his blood flowing. But his watch was uneventful. Syllith and Mira woke at dawn.

“I think they might have given up the chase once you roasted their mage,” Syllith said as they set out on the road. “But we’ll have to stay alert. I’ll fly patrol periodically, but I won’t be able to stay airborne too long at a time.”

“I can fly for a while,” Khaldun suggested.

Syllith nodded. “It’s all yours,” she said, handing him the carpet.

He checked in with Mira first. She seemed quiet and withdrawn—nothing like her normal self. But she’d endured quite a lot, between her metamorphosis and then her kidnapping.

“I’m all right,” she said with a little smile. “I promise.”

Khaldun rolled out the carpet and sat down in the center. He lifted off, spiraling into the sky. For a few minutes, he flew fast up and down the road, whooping for joy. He’d forgotten how exhilarating this felt—being a passenger wasn’t the same.

But then he got serious, flying patrol around his companions below. He didn’t see any sign of Reuben’s people nearby. After a few hours, he returned to ground.

For the rest of the day, they continued on their way. Despite her assurances, Mira didn’t seem well, so they kept a close eye on her. Khaldun and Syllith took turns flying patrol once an hour. But they didn’t encounter any more trouble. They marched for two long days, finally reaching the border a few hours after sunset. They found about twenty Spanbrook guards camped by the side of the road. But as Khaldun approached, he spotted Jezebel running over from one of the tents. He dismounted, and she grabbed him in a bone-breaking hug, saying, “You had me so worried!”

“I’m all right,” Khaldun assured her. Turning toward the others, he added, “Princess Jezebel, may I present Lady Mira Grisham of Graystone.”

Jezebel gasped, her eyes wide. “The Mira?” she asked.

“The one and only,” Khaldun confirmed with a grin; Mira smiled sheepishly.

“My lady!” said Jezebel. “It’s an honor to meet you. Welcome to Spanbrook!”

“Thank you, Your Highness,” Mira replied.

“Well, it’s getting late,” Jezebel told them. “Let’s camp here for tonight, and we can leave for the castle at first light.”

They’d brought a couple of spare tents. Syllith took one, and Khaldun settled into the other with Mira. As he lay down next to Mira, one arm around her, Khaldun found himself feeling a little melancholy. He was overjoyed to see Mira again, but angry about what Reuben had done to her. But the familiarity of this closeness made him sad, knowing it probably wouldn’t last. Undoubtedly, Syllith would insist that Mira continue to the university.

“I’ve yearned to be in your arms again since the day we said farewell,” Mira told him. “This is the first time I’ve felt safe since my metamorphosis.”

“I never thought I’d see you again,” Khaldun replied. “Although I wish it could be under better circumstances, it feels so good to hold you again.”

“When did you transform?” she asked.

Khaldun told her the story of meeting Allison and Jezebel in Spanbrook, the demon haunting the princess, and their quest to find Enigma. He left out the fact that he’d been making love to Jezebel when his metamorphosis happened. But he recounted their journey to the university, Highgate, the watchtower, Northcoast, and finally back to Spanbrook. And he explained what had happened with Aldo and Myrddin in the end.

“That’s incredible,” she said when he was done. “But how tragic! We were making for Spanbrook. I wished to consult with Myrddin before attempting to travel to the university. We hadn’t had any news about Henry and worried there might be no way to avoid traversing his lands at this point. I figured Myrddin would probably know the safest route.

“And on top of that, Belinda told me about the sorcerer in Highgate and his flying carpet. She suggested that if Myrddin could temporarily close my channels of power, it might be possible to send a message to Azure, and arrange to have him fly me to the university.”

“Interesting,” said Khaldun. “Belinda believes that closing your channels of power would cancel your null?”

“That was her thinking. There’s no way to know for sure if it would work without trying it. But I guess there’s a potion you need to take for that, and she doesn’t know how to brew it.”

“We’ve got the potion in Spanbrook,” said Khaldun. “We can talk to Syllith about this. It’s worth a shot.” He felt relieved that Mira was finally talking. And although he already knew the answer, he posed the question that had been weighing on his mind. “How did you come to transform?”

Mira sighed. “I was waiting for you to ask me about this. Well, when I returned to Graystone, there was so much pressure from my father’s household to marry and produce an heir. They didn’t want to see our family lose the holding. My father’s steward began searching for a husband for me. And while he did find some promising candidates, I just couldn’t bring myself to do it. I imagined myself trapped in a loveless marriage for the rest of my life, simply to produce an heir. I don’t know. Perhaps if I’d never known you, I would have done it. But I’d grown up imagining a life filled with love and connection.

“Months went by. Then a whole year. And then a second year. My staff were becoming frantic. They feared something might happen to me, like the accident that claimed my father and brother. The steward even sent a messenger to our prince, and he issued an edict requiring me to marry by year’s end.”

“You’ve got to be joking,” said Khaldun.

“I wish I were. So, I was finally steeling myself to accept anyone and get it over with already. And that’s when Lord Charles came to visit. Charles of Chasterly.” Khaldun sniggered. “I know. And he wasn’t much to look at, either. He was nearly a full head shorter than me. But he was the third son of a lord from the other side of our princedom. He didn’t stand to inherit any land. And his father had died at a young age, leaving his eldest brother to seek equitable unions for his siblings.

“But he’s a good man. Kind. Understanding. We spent endless hours walking together and talking about everything under the sun. I grew to like him. And I think I could have loved him eventually. So, I agreed to marry him.

“The steward took care of everything. He negotiated the terms of our union, and made arrangements for the ceremony. I think every citizen of Graystone turned up for the wedding. We held it in the courtyard, and it was a gorgeous, sunny day. Everything was so beautiful. My gown, and all the flowers… It was everything highborn girls dream their wedding should be.

“And yet, I couldn’t help feeling heartbroken. It was like I was sealing my fate. Until that ceremony, I think I was still nursing a tiny hope that somehow, I could find a way back to you. But as we spoke our vows, that little flame was finally extinguished. I’d finally accepted the inevitable.

“But then, everything changed. We made love. I kept my eyes closed the whole time, imagining it was you. My climax triggered the metamorphosis.” Mira took a deep breath, then giggled. “You should have seen the look on Charles’s face. He got a lot more than he bargained for that night.”

Khaldun chuckled. “I have to confess… I was making love to Jezebel when I transformed.” He could feel Mira’s body tense at these words.

“You’re… involved with the princess?”

“Oh, no, it’s not like that. Well, it might have been. But… It was during our journey. After we escaped from Stiles. We were on the run, and finally made it to safety. So, we decided to stay at an inn one night. I think it was the combination of being so relieved after our ordeal and all the alcohol we drank. We’d been sleeping in the same tent that whole time, and we’d built up some attraction for each other.

“But yes, the experience was quite alarming for both of us. Particularly Jezebel, I think. She’d never been with a man before.”

Mira relaxed and giggled again, but then said, “Are you in love with her?”

Khaldun sighed. “I started to fall for her. To tell you the truth, I was imagining it was Allison when I transformed. It’s complicated. There was a powerful attraction with Allison from the moment I saw her. With Jezebel, it was something that built up over time. But Allison doesn’t like men, and Jezebel has committed to marrying Allison. So, I was left out in the cold.”

“Aw, you poor baby,” Mira said, turning to kiss him. “That was quite the love triangle you were involved in. Typical wayfarer, though, never settling for only one lover.”

“I’d settle for one if it were you,” Khaldun replied. “But now you’re married…”

“No, I’m not. No sorcerer can rule. So, the holding passed to Charles, and the union was annulled the next day.” She sighed. “It’s so hard to believe. I spent so many years determined to return to the troupe so I could be with you. And then tragedy struck, and I was forced to go back to Graystone. It was as if fate were determined to keep me there. But still, I resisted. Then, when I finally succumbed to the inevitable, destiny stepped in to throw me for yet another loop.

“Oh, the irony. I saved myself for marriage, thinking that you would be my husband. In the end, I had to wed someone else to keep Graystone in our family. And then consummating that union cost me the holding despite everything. And finally, the marriage was dissolved, as if it never even happened. So, it turns out I saved myself for nothing, and left you for no reason. What a life, right?”

Mira sniffled, and Khaldun realized she was crying. He held her tighter, kissing her neck.

“Anyway, right after the annulment was issued, I went to see our prince. He provided the horse and carriage as well as the guards to escort me to the university. I was hoping that maybe he’d let me stay there as a court mage, but he insisted on following protocol.”

“I wonder…”

“What?”

“Typically, sorcerers are required to go to the university to be bound.”

“Yes, Belinda told me about that.”

“But you can’t be bound, can you? The rite does involve quite a bit of complex magic, but magic doesn’t work on you.”

“I wondered about that, too,” said Mira. “And Belinda acknowledged that she has no idea. But she suggested, again, that perhaps if my channels of power were closed, then perhaps the rite would work.”

Khaldun took a deep breath. “Did Belinda tell you what the rite entails, exactly?”

“No. I asked, but she didn’t know.”

“Mira… they have to kill you, then tether your soul to a conjurnor before bringing you back to life.”

Mira gasped. “So, you died when Enigma bound you?”

“Yes, and he almost couldn’t bring me back. But it worked in the end, and I was bound to Aldo. When he died, my bond would have transferred to Allison, but she’d transformed by then, and one sorcerer can’t be bound to another. So, the princedom went to Jezebel instead, and she inherited my bond.”

“And now you must spend your life in service to Spanbrook?”

“Yes. Which isn’t so bad. I’d been thinking about settling down there anyway, before all of this happened.”

“Well… maybe I can stay here with you, then. I certainly do not wish to undergo a rite that requires my death to be performed. And if the magic won’t work on me anyway, then what’s the point in my going to the university?”

Khaldun felt his heart soaring at the thought. “I would like that very much. We’ll have to talk to Syllith about this tomorrow and see what she thinks.”

They lay quietly for a few moments.

“What did Reuben do to you?” Khaldun asked finally.

Mira shivered slightly. “We stopped in Wayland Town and stocked up on some supplies. But one of the prince’s guards spotted me, and could, of course, see that I was a sorcerer. He must have reported my presence to the prince. We continued on our way, but he sent his men to capture me and take me back to his castle. My guards managed to kill one of them, but we were overwhelmed. They left my escort to die, destroyed the carriage, and stole the horses.

“They brought me back to the castle, and Reuben demanded that I pledge fealty to him and become his court mage. I refused. He ordered his witch to torture me into submission, but her magic wouldn’t work on me. Reuben flew into a rage. Neither he nor his mages had ever heard of a null before. He was convinced I’d been actively negating the witch’s spells.

“So, he had his guards imprison me in his dungeon. He visited often. A couple of times, he beat me, demanding that I enter his service. He tried cutting me one time, but of course, I refused to cooperate. I thought I was going to die in that cell…” Mira sniffled again. “But I would have welcomed death before I would willingly serve such a tyrant.”

“I’m so sorry I wasn’t there to protect you,” said Khaldun.

“How could you have been?” said Mira. “We didn’t send any messenger ahead to Spanbrook. Nobody could have known we were coming. In fact, I still don’t understand how you found me there.”

“One of your guards made it to our castle before he died,” Khaldun explained. “He told us that Reuben had captured a sorcerer. But he passed away before he could tell us much more than that, so we had no idea who it might be at first. But then we found the crest on your carriage door, and I had a feeling it was you.

“When I saw that gash on your cheek and your torn dress… I would have killed the prince if Syllith hadn’t stopped me.”

“It’s a good thing she did,” said Mira. “I’m not sure we would have made it out alive if you had.”

“Reuben didn’t… he didn’t rape you, did he?”

“No. One of his guards tried, but the prince stopped him, believe it or not. He had no interest in my body, only my powers.” She scoffed. “He never did believe that I can’t do magic. Despite all his efforts, if I had succumbed, he would have been severely disappointed, I think.”

“Oh, I’m not so sure about that,” Khaldun replied. “In time, he would have come to understand how valuable a null can be in battle. It’s a good thing we got you out of there.”

Mira turned to face him again. “Thank you,” she said with a smile. “My savior.” They kissed; Khaldun wanted to make love to her, but they were both exhausted. Instead, they fell asleep in each other’s arms.

The next morning, they got up at dawn and broke camp. Jezebel had brought extra horses, too, so everyone was able to ride back to the castle. Khaldun caught up to Syllith soon after they got underway. He asked her about the possibility of closing Mira’s channels of power temporarily as a way to turn off her null.

“That’s exactly what I was thinking,” she said. “There’s never been a null sorcerer before, so I can’t say for certain, but we can try it when we reach the castle.”

“And what about the rite of binding?” he asked. “Is there any chance that might work?”

Syllith nodded. “It should. If closing her channels of power extinguishes her null, that clears the way for the spells in the first part of the rite. And once she’s killed, her null will fade, allowing the rest of the rite to be performed as normal. She can be bound and revived, and then her null will return.”

“How can you be so sure if there’s never been a null sorcerer before?” Khaldun asked. “Her null might persist after death.”

“No, it won’t,” Syllith replied with a shake of her head. “When I first heard about nulls, I did some research in the university library. It turns out that they documented the first null mage’s life quite thoroughly. When he passed away, his null died with him. In fact, they called fire to burn his remains. There’s no reason to believe it would be any different for Mira.”

“Were they able to close that mage’s channels of power to extinguish the null?”

“That’s not mentioned in the text I found,” Syllith replied. “But he was a wizard, not a sorcerer, and that was long before Azure created the first flying carpet, so there probably wasn’t any reason to try it.”

Khaldun had been hoping she’d say there was no way Mira could be bound. He knew they’d be discussing the situation in the privy council once they returned to the castle, and such knowledge would have strengthened his argument for allowing Mira to stay in Spanbrook. But instead, Syllith had raised possibilities he hadn’t considered. He returned to Mira’s side, but didn’t tell her what he’d learned.

They rode all day, stopping to rest and feed and water the horses a couple of times. But finally, as sunset approached, they reached the castle. Sure enough, Jezebel let them know that she’d be holding a privy council in the morning, and invited Syllith and Mira to attend. Once they’d stabled the horses, Khaldun and Mira joined Syllith and Jezebel in the keep’s private dining room to take their supper. Khaldun hadn’t realized how hungry he was, and ended up having second helpings.

After dinner, he retired to his chambers with Mira. The size and opulence of his rooms astonished her; she’d never seen such accommodations in a castle before. But the washroom put it over the top.

“I’ve never seen such a thing,” she exclaimed as Khaldun drew them a bath, the room filling with steam as the hot water filled the tub. “Is this magic?”

“Just gravity,” Khaldun replied with a grin. “The water is piped in from the hills outside of town. There’s enough pressure to push it up to this level. A wood furnace provides the heat.”

Khaldun disrobed, then helped Mira out of her clothes, growing aroused at first, but then angry when he spotted the bruises all over her body.

“Reuben did this to you?” he asked.

“It’s not as bad as it looks,” she assured him. “At least he didn’t break any bones.”

The thought of the prince doing this to her infuriated him, but Khaldun took a deep breath and let it go. There was nothing he could do about it now. They slipped into the tub, and Khaldun washed her from head to toe before cleaning himself. After that, they lay together for a little while, embracing each other and relaxing in the hot water.

But before long, they started kissing, and Khaldun felt his desire for her peaking again. They got out of the tub and dried off, moving into the bedroom. Khaldun threw back the covers and lay flat on his back. Mira climbed on top of him with a mischievous grin, kissing him passionately.

“I’ve been waiting for this moment for years,” she told him.

“Are you sure about this?” he asked. “We’re not married yet…”

“It doesn’t matter anymore. I’m not waiting any longer.”

“What about pregnancy? There’s a potion⁠—”

“Sorcerers can’t get pregnant,” she told him.

Khaldun didn’t understand why that would be, and started to ask, but she kissed him to shut him up. They made love over and over again. Khaldun had wanted this for so long, he could hardly believe it was finally happening. He’d loved Mira for as long as he could remember, and after all they’d endured, he felt like he’d gone to heaven. Finally, once they were both spent, they lay quietly in each other’s arms.

“Now this is more how I imagined things,” Mira said with a grin. “No unpleasant surprises for either party.”

Khaldun chuckled. “Yes, it’s much better this way.”

“I want to stay here with you forever,” she said quietly.

“Me, too. I’m sure we’ll be discussing this in the privy council. But tell me why sorcerers can’t get pregnant.”

“The transformation changes their bodies,” she said with a shrug. “Belinda told me that I won’t get my cycle anymore, either.”

“But male sorcerers can still produce children,” Khaldun noted.

“Yes,” Mira agreed.

They both started dozing off, but suddenly, there was a knock at the door. Mira started awake. Khaldun ignored it, but then whoever it was knocked again, more insistently. Getting out of bed, he donned a robe as Mira pulled the covers over herself. Khaldun opened the door to find Elise standing there.

“Welcome back, my lord,” she said, wrapping her arms around his neck and kissing him on the lips.

“Elise,” he replied, pulling away. “Now’s, um… not a good time…”

Looking past him, she spotted Mira in his bed.

“Oh,” she said, oozing disappointment. “Hello,” she said to Mira with a little wave. “I’m sorry to disturb you both. I’ll let you get to it, then.”

Elise turned and stormed off. Khaldun closed the door, removed his robe, and climbed back into bed.

“So… who was that?” Mira asked.

Khaldun sighed. “Elise. She’s Jezebel’s attendant.”

Mira didn’t say anything.

“I’m sorry, I should have warned you about her. But I didn’t think I was ever going to see you again, and…”

Mira shushed him, pressing a finger to his lips.

“It’s all right. I understand.”

“You’re not jealous?”

“Of course I am. How could I not be? But I can hardly blame you. I didn’t think I’d ever see you again, either. But if I am going to stay here, then I want you all to myself.”

“Always,” he promised, kissing her.

They made love once more, then fell asleep.


Chapter 8
Debate


Khaldun woke to the sound of someone knocking on the door again. He wondered what time it was—it was still dark outside. Slipping out of bed, he put his robe on, hoping this wasn’t Elise again. But opening the door, he discovered it was Syllith.

“Rise and shine, sorcerer,” she said with a grin. “Lots to do today.”

“What time is it?” he asked groggily.

“Almost dawn. I’d like to try closing the girl’s channels of power before the privy council so we have a better idea of what we’re dealing with.”

“The girl is ready,” Mira called from the bed.

“Oh, hello,” said Syllith, peering inside, and waving when she spotted Mira. “My apologies, I didn’t realize you were here.”

“It’s quite all right. I’m eager to try this, too.”

“Give us a moment, and we’ll be right out,” said Khaldun.

Syllith nodded, and he closed the door again. They both got dressed, then went with Syllith up to Khaldun’s tower. Syllith went to the cabinet and prepared the potion. Once it was ready, she handed Mira the vial. “Here’s to your health,” she told her.

Mira drank the potion. Syllith drew her wand, pointing it at Mira and reciting a spell, finishing with the word of command.

“Did it work?” asked Khaldun.

“I’m not sure,” Syllith said with a frown. “Stand next to her and try doing magic.”

Khaldun put his arm around Mira, then held out his other hand and tried calling a small flame. Nothing happened. “Her null is still in place.”

Syllith nodded. “This is what I feared. Although the potion makes it possible, it’s the spell that closes the channels.”

“So, you need a spell to eliminate my null, but you can’t cast it while my null persists,” said Mira.

“Yes, precisely,” Syllith confirmed.

“So, that’s it, then,” said Mira. Khaldun thought he detected a note of excitement in her voice. “There’s no way magic can ever work on me.”

“I wouldn’t go that far,” Syllith replied. “This spell is typically used for wizards and witches. Sorcerers are able to open and close their own channels of power.”

“We are?” Khaldun asked.

“Yes, I’ve seen Enigma do it,” Syllith confirmed. “I have no idea how, though, so I can’t teach either of you. But once we get you to the university, I’m sure either Vision or Warhammer can explain it.”

“Great,” Mira said with a smile, but her tone was one of disappointment.

Syllith left, and Mira sat down in one of the chairs.

“I thought maybe I was off the hook when her spell didn’t work,” she said with a sigh.

“Me, too,” Khaldun agreed, sitting in the adjacent chair and taking her hand in his. “But there’s still hope. We might still be able to convince her to let you stay.”

“How? You heard her—sorcerers can close their own channels of power. They’re going to make me go to the university and undergo the rite of binding. And then I won’t be able to return.” Her eyes filled with tears, and she took her hand back to wipe them away.

“The rite is dangerous at the best of times,” Khaldun told her. “If they don’t know for sure that it would work, then I don’t think they’d be willing to try it. And then you’d be free to go wherever you want.”

“Somehow, I doubt it,” she replied with a sniffle. “Every time I think I’ve finally got my life under control, something else comes up to throw it off course. We had one night of bliss, and now they’re going to take me away from you again.” She chuckled scornfully, shaking her head. “At least you’ll have Elise to keep you warm at night.”

“Hey,” said Khaldun, taking her hand again. “That’s not right. It’s you I want. Destiny brought us back together. We’ll find a way.”

“I don’t want to get my hopes up,” she said, getting to her feet. “I’ll see you at the privy council.”

“Wait, Mira,” he pleaded, but it was too late. She was already out the door.

Khaldun sat quietly for a minute, reflecting on the recent turn of events. He couldn’t believe fate would be so cruel as to bring Mira back into his life, only to take her away again. They had to find a way to convince Syllith to let her stay.

Leaving his tower, he headed back to the keep. The eastern sky was lightening, but it wasn’t yet dawn. He went up to the second floor and knocked on the door to the master suite. It took a couple of tries, but finally he heard Jezebel stirring within. She opened the door and invited him inside, rubbing the sleep from her eyes.

“It’s early,” she said, getting back in bed and pulling the covers over her. “What’s wrong?”

“I wanted to talk to you about Mira,” he said. He explained what they’d tried with Syllith. “It sounds like she still wants Mira to go to the university. But Mira wants to stay here, and well… I’d very much like that as well.”

Jezebel shot him a sympathetic smile. “I want that for you, too. In fact, I brought it up with Oswald last night. But I’m afraid our hands are tied. As a governor, Syllith is the only one who can make this decision. I don’t have the power to overrule her without falling afoul of our charter with the university.”

Khaldun sighed, his eyes downcast.

“But listen, I’m on your side on this,” Jezebel assured him. “I’ll do anything I can to help. I want you to be happy and I can see how much you love each other. And I’m not going to lie, adding her power to yours would only strengthen our position should it come to a fight with Fosland. Assuming Mira is willing to serve, of course.”

“I’m sure she would be,” Khaldun replied. “Thanks, Jez.”

Khaldun left her chambers to give her time to bathe and dress. But he ran into Elise in the corridor.

“So. I hear your lady friend is another sorcerer, eh?” she asked icily. “I guess I’m not good enough for you anymore.”

“Elise, you made it clear there were no commitments between us,” Khaldun told her. “You have no reason to be jealous.”

“Please. Jealous? Me? I don’t think so, honey. I’ll get any man I desire, same way I got you. And then we’ll see who’s jealous.”

She walked away in a huff, going straight into Jezebel’s chambers.

Khaldun sighed, somehow feeling even worse than he had before. He headed to the great hall for breakfast. Then he returned to his chambers until the privy council. By the time he returned to the great hall, they’d cleared the dining tables, and set up the conference table in the middle of the room. Jezebel was already there with Oswald, Badrick, Camilla, and Gemma. Syllith walked in right behind him, and the two of them took their seats at the table.

Jezebel said, “We’ll give Mira a few more minutes,” but she arrived moments later. She took a seat across from Syllith, staring down at the table. Jezebel summarized the events that had unfolded with Wayland.

“Your Highness, we cannot let this outrage go unpunished,” said Badrick. “He murdered our diplomatic emissary in cold blood. There must be some sort of response.”

“And what would you propose?” asked Jezebel. “We don’t need any more bloodshed.”

“Something economic, then⁠—”

“Like what? Burning crops? Confiscating goods being shipped into Wayland? Anything we do will hurt Reuben’s people more than it will him. Khaldun already eliminated one of his mages. That should be enough.”

“And I will apprise the other governors of his actions,” Syllith added. “I can promise you, when they find out that he waylaid a new sorcerer in addition to killing your envoy, they will not be honoring any request he makes for a new mage.”

“Your Highness, I would suggest cutting ties with Wayland,” Oswald suggested. “We do have trade agreements with them that we can cancel. There are other princedoms that would be very happy to take on Wayland’s side of those arrangements.”

“Yes, I agree,” said Jezebel. “Please take the necessary actions to make that happen.”

Oswald nodded.

“There won’t be any military response to Wayland, then?” asked Badrick.

“No,” Jezebel confirmed. “We’ve started raising our army, and our other neighbors have all responded positively to our proposal for a mutual defense treaty. Once our messenger returns from southern Maeda, we can open negotiations to bring the Eagle Company here. Reuben will rue the day he crossed Spanbrook.”

“Yes, Your Highness,” Badrick replied.

“Governor Syllith, I would like to discuss Lady Mira’s situation,” said Jezebel. “It is my understanding that we have not been able to close her channels of power?”

“Unfortunately, that’s correct,” Syllith confirmed, shooting Khaldun a glance. “It can still be done, but it will take one of the other sorcerers to provide her instruction. This does mean, however, that I will be unable to fly her to the university. With her null intact, the spells that provide the carpet’s ability to fly would not work. So, I’m afraid I must request that Your Highness provide her with an armed escort to make the journey by road. It will be perilous, but we must get her there. Thankfully, I did have access to the latest reports about Fosland’s activities and the disposition of their forces. We’ll have to plan their route carefully before they depart.”

“I’d like to offer a counter proposal,” said Jezebel, taking a deep breath. “Perhaps it would be better for you to return to the university and consult the sorcerers about this. Mira is welcome to remain here until you are able to return.”

Syllith frowned. “The trouble is that it will take time for Mira to learn this skill. They can teach her the technique, I’m sure. But it’s exceptionally unlikely that she’d be able to master it instantly.”

“That’s not a problem,” Jezebel replied. “She can stay here as long as it takes.”

“Your Highness, that would not be wise. Henry will hear about her presence here. And when he does, he will make every attempt to acquire her. You know this better than anyone. Both Mira and your princedom would be in grave danger at that point.

“No, we must get Mira underway as soon as possible. Once we’ve plotted the safest route for her, that information must be revealed only to Mira and the leader of her party. Only that way can we be sure to keep it from Henry’s spies.”

Jezebel nodded. “I see. You believe, then, that Mira would be safer on the open road than she would be here in Spanbrook? In this castle? With Khaldun, Gemma, Camilla, and myself to protect her? In addition to the princess’s guard?”

“I don’t believe she will be truly safe until she is bound, no matter where she is, Your Highness,” Syllith replied. “If she departs right away, then there’s a good chance she will be well on her way to the university before Henry learns of her existence. But that road will become vastly more perilous once he does find out about her.”

“We don’t know for sure if she can be bound,” Khaldun pointed out. “It’s possible that she can’t. And if that’s the case, then she won’t be safe at the university, either—you said as much yourself. Henry’s sure to have spies there, too, and unlike Spanbrook, their lands are nearly surrounded by his forces.”

“I agree,” said Jezebel. “It seems clear that an unbound sorcerer would be safer here than at the university. The governors have no army to command. If Fosland attacks, there’s precious little they could do to stop him. We can post scouts with mirrors along the route to Henry’s lands. That would give us early warning if he sends an army this way to capture Mira. We could relocate her to a secure location long before they arrive.”

Syllith shook her head. “I’m sorry. The rules regarding new sorcerers are clear. Mira’s unique situation doesn’t change that. And I disagree about the likelihood of her ability to be bound. Your Highness understands how the rite works. I know from my research that once Mira dies, her null will fade. So, tethering her soul to a conjurnor and reviving her won’t be a problem. And as long as they can teach her to close her channels of power, then the initial part of the rite should work as well.”

“I have no say in this?” Mira asked. “It’s my life. What if I want to stay in Spanbrook. That doesn’t count for anything?”

“I’m sorry, but no, it doesn’t,” Syllith told her. “I know how difficult this is to accept. But the custom of binding sorcerers exists with good reason. Anyone who knows Nyro’s history understands why it is imperative to honor that custom. The good of the entire continent must outweigh the wishes of any single individual.”

Mira looked away, tears slipping down her cheeks.

“All right, then why not bring one of the sorcerers here to perform the rite?” Jezebel asked. “If it works, and they’re able to bind her, then surely it would be safer for her to make the journey at that point.”

“I’m afraid not,” said Syllith. “I’m sure Her Highness recalls the demons that reside in Rockhedge. Their presence in Spanbrook would put Mira’s soul in grave danger while she’s dead. We cannot take that risk.”

“I hadn’t thought of that,” Khaldun said with a frown. “Enigma took me far from the Pythan demons to perform my rite. And unlike them, the demons at Rockhedge are not enclosed within an elven barrier.”

“Your Highness, we must determine the route Mira will take, and make arrangements for her journey as soon as possible,” Syllith told her. “And once they’re ready to depart, I must leave for the university with all haste to take care of the other business we discussed.” Khaldun knew she was talking about the artifact. He’d almost forgotten about that. He still needed to make her a copy of the scroll.

“Very well,” Jezebel said with a sigh. “We’ll make our plans as soon as we’re done here.”

“I have a question for the governor,” said Badrick. “It seems highly unusual to me that we’ve had so many young mages transform into sorcerers around here lately. First Lord Khaldun, then the former princess, and now Lady Mira. It was always my understanding that the metamorphosis was extraordinarily rare. There are only, what, a couple of dozen sorcerers on the entire continent. And now we have three new ones here within the span of a few months?”

“You’re right, that does seem unlikely,” said Syllith. “But there’s no telling when or where the metamorphosis can happen. Nor to whom. I’m afraid I don’t have an answer for you.”

“And you don’t think it could be something in the air in these parts? Or the water? I mean to say, should we worry that Her Highness might transform next?”

“I won’t,” said Jezebel. “The sorceress Allure has the ability to tell if someone has the metamorphosis in them or not. She confirmed that I did inherit magic from both parents, but the transformation is not in me. I will never be a sorcerer.”

“And ultimately the situation is a result of mathematics, not magic,” said Oswald. All eyes turned to him. “Consider all the mages who have lived on the continent just in the centuries since Nyro’s downfall. There have been countless thousands of them. Having three who were connected somehow all become sorcerers was bound to happen somewhere during all that time, more than once, I suspect. It would be much more shocking if that hadn’t happened.”

“I’m not sure I follow,” said Jezebel, furrowing her brow. “You’re saying there’s a high probability of three connected mages all becoming sorcerers? That doesn’t sound right.”

“No, Your Highness, I’m saying perspective matters,” Oswald countered. “If you look at any particular group of three mages, then yes, the likelihood of all three of them transforming is extremely tiny. However, if you look at every group of three mages, across the entire continent, since the time of Nyro’s downfall, the likelihood of none of them having three transformations is even tinier.”

Jezebel nodded. “I think I see it now.”

“Well, I’m not sure I do,” Badrick said with a chuckle, “nor do I think it matters. As long as the peculiarity of our circumstances doesn’t worry the rest of you, that’s good enough for me. We must deal with the situation we’ve been dealt, one way or another.”

“Yes, we must,” Jezebel agreed. “Let’s adjourn for today. Syllith, Khaldun, and Mira, why don’t we reconvene in the mage’s tower?”

They all rose from their chairs and exited the great hall. Jezebel, Mira, and Syllith followed Khaldun up to his tower chambers.

“We should take some extra precautions before we proceed,” Syllith suggested. “You know the spell to contain sound?” she asked Khaldun.

“Yes,” he replied. With a wave of his hand, he enclosed the chamber in a barrier that would ensure nobody outside could hear them.

“I’m going to teach you a similar spell,” said Syllith, “that will prevent anyone from observing our activities magically.”

“You mean with a seeing stone?” Jezebel asked.

“Yes,” Syllith confirmed. “It also works against the looking glass, artifacts like your pyramid, and even the linked mirrors that Khaldun created for you. I don’t know about prophecy, however.”

“So, it’s possible Nyro could have foreseen what we’re about to discuss here?” asked Khaldun.

“I don’t know. From the way Enigma has described them to me, prophetic visions are almost always vague. And they show only possible futures; nothing is certain until it happens. So, I’m not sure that Nyro could have gleaned too much specific information from this discussion even if she did foresee it.”

Syllith taught Khaldun the spell, and he used it to shield the chamber from magical observation.

“Now, have you got a map of Maeda? Or the whole continent, perhaps?”

“Yes, I saw one in the desk,” Khaldun told her, retrieving a large scroll from one of the drawers. He unrolled it on the surface. It was a map of Anoria.

“Henry has the university surrounded to the north, west, and south,” she said, pointing to Stiles, Perrin, and Roses. “But he does not yet hold anything across the Mayne. It would be best to cross the Torsa into Madison, and then take the ferry across the Mayne. From there, you can move through Arthos, and then take the bridge back across the Mayne here.”

“But Raphael destroyed that bridge,” Jezebel pointed out.

“No, he took out this one,” Syllith replied, pointing to a spot closer the university. “And only the superstructure. Everything that was wood and iron. But the stone piers remained, and they’ve already started rebuilding the rest. But the bridge you’ll be using is up here, near the northern edge of the university’s lands.”

“Didn’t Henry take Madison?” asked Khaldun.

“We believe that was his plan. He’d started moving forces into the princedom, but after his losses in the Battle of Highgate, he had to withdraw. I’m sure he’ll be back, but for now, at least, it should be safe to cross Madison. But just to be safe, Lady Mira, I would suggest wearing gloves and some sort of head covering to mask your appearance.”

“Your Highness, I would like to escort Mira to the university myself,” said Khaldun. “The situation in Madison could change at any moment. And if Henry does deploy his troops there, any armed escort we send will be inadequate.”

“That would be ideal,” Syllith agreed. “And once you’ve reached the university, we can carry out our plans for you to reestablish formal relations with the governors.”

“And visit Highgate to get me a carpet?” Khaldun asked with a grin.

“Yes, that, too,” Syllith replied.

“I approve wholeheartedly,” said Jezebel. “And we’ve got our mirrors, so we can stay in communication while you’re gone.”

“I’d like you to link your mirror to mine, too,” Syllith suggested to Khaldun. “That way you can contact me if you run into trouble. And notify me when you’re close to the university so I can arrange a full council meeting.”

“That won’t eliminate the connection with Her Highness’s mirror?” asked Khaldun.

“No. You can create multiple connections,” Syllith replied. “I found out recently that Enigma’s is linked to Allure’s in addition to mine, for example.”

“It is?” Khaldun asked. “Then why didn’t she contact him to ascertain his location when he went missing from the university?”

Syllith opened her mouth to reply, then closed it again, finally saying, “You’d have to ask Allure.”

Khaldun shot Jezebel a meaningful look. She returned his gaze with a frown.

“Why don’t all the court mages and university governors have mirrors linked to each other?” Jezebel asked. “It would make communication between princedoms quite a bit easier.”

“That’s true,” Syllith replied. “But most of the governors rarely leave the university. Enigma and I only started using them when my research required significant travel. And sometimes if one of the other mages goes off on a mission, they’ll use one to stay in touch with the governors. But many of the ruling princes distrust magic, and worry that other mages could use them to spy on the goings on inside their castles.”

“But I was only able to use my mirror to see through Allison’s if she was actively using it,” Jezebel said. “How could someone have used it to spy on her?”

“They couldn’t, but try convincing some of the princes of that,” Syllith said with a shrug.

“Well, I don’t share their distrust,” said Jezebel. “Khaldun is welcome to link his mirror with yours.”

“Thank you,” said Syllith. “And Your Highness, I must request once more that you allow me to make a copy of your scroll before I depart.”

“Granted,” said Jezebel.

Khaldun withdrew the scroll from the cavity in the wall and brought the artifact back from the void. Syllith got to work copying the spells, while Khaldun linked her mirror to his. Once she’d finished writing, she rolled up the parchment, then tucked the artifact into the void, tethering it to herself.

“Your Highness, I will take my leave of you now, and depart for the university immediately,” Syllith told her. “I’m sure we’ll meet again soon.”

“Thank you,” said Jezebel, “for everything.”

“Khaldun and Mira should set out as soon as possible,” said Syllith. “I would make your preparations today, and leave tomorrow at first light, at the latest.”

They bade her farewell, and Syllith left the chambers. The three of them watched through the window as she unfurled her carpet down in the courtyard, sat down in the middle, and shot into the sky.


Chapter 9
Journey


Khaldun returned the scroll to its cavity in the wall, tucking it into the void once more. Then he sat down behind his desk, Jezebel and Mira across from him.

“I’m sorry, Lady Mira, that I couldn’t sway the governor,” said Jezebel. “I would have very much preferred to have you remain here with us.”

“There is no need to apologize, Your Highness,” Mira told her. “I appreciate your going to such lengths to argue my case.”

“Well, if they are unable to bind you, you will always be welcome here in Spanbrook,” said Jezebel. “As an unbound sorcerer, I do still think you’d be safer here.”

“Thank you, Your Highness. I hope I’m able to take you up on your offer.”

“Now, if you’ll allow me to make the preparations for your journey today, I’d like to hold a small feast in your honor tonight,” Jezebel told them. “We’ll hold it in the private dining room in the keep. Then, I’ll provide your horses and supplies, and the two of you can depart in the morning.”

“It will be nice to enjoy one last night in a feather bed,” Khaldun said with a grin.

“I’d also like to send a couple of guards with you,” Jezebel told them. “I know we don’t possess sufficient forces to repel Fosland should it come to a battle, but I’d feel better knowing you had an armed escort.”

“I do appreciate the offer,” Khaldun replied. “But we’ll be faster and more agile if it’s just the two of us. If we encounter trouble, I can keep the two of us invisible. It’ll be much easier to evade them without any extra bodies.”

Jezebel sighed. “All right.” She gazed at Mira pensively for a moment. “Let me talk to Elise… Only the skin on your face and hands is visible. She can help you with some makeup to cover the exposed areas, and then nobody will realize you’re an unbound sorcerer.”

“Thank you, Your Highness.”

“Hopefully your journey will be uneventful,” Jezebel said. “Unlike ours,” she added with a grin. “Oh, one more thing,” she said, pulling something out of the bosom of her dress, and placing two small mirrors on the desk. “Do you think you could link these?” she asked Khaldun. “And take one to Allison?”

“Yes, of course,” he said with a smile. Holding one in each hand, he called the magical force, and connected them to each other. Then he handed one back to Jezebel and pocketed the other.

“Thank you,” she said. “I appreciate this.”

Khaldun spent the day with Mira walking around Spanbrook Town. They didn’t discuss their coming expedition, nor what might happen once they reached the university. Mira seemed resigned to her fate.

They returned to the castle and joined Jezebel in the private dining room. Oswald, Badrick, Gemma, and Camilla were there, too. The feast was delicious, and the wine flowed. The others wished Khaldun and Mira safe travels, then the two of them retired to Khaldun’s chambers. After a hot bath, they went to bed and made love. Khaldun’s head was spinning from the wine, and he felt like he’d found paradise.

“I wish I could stay here with you,” Mira said as she lay with her head on his chest.

“Perhaps you can return if they’re unable to bind you,” Khaldun suggested.

“Syllith seems convinced the rite will work once I’ve closed my channels of power.”

“Well, if that happens, they’re sure to keep you at the university,” said Khaldun. “With your abilities, there’s no way they’ll want to send you to any of the princedoms. And then I can come to visit you, at least. It doesn’t take long to get there by carpet.”

“I’d like that,” Mira replied, kissing him. “You don’t think Her Highness will mind you slipping away now and then?”

“She wants us to be together,” Khaldun said with a shrug. “I think she’ll allow it.”

They drifted off to sleep before too much longer. Khaldun woke to a knock on the door. He threw on his robes and went to answer it.

It was Elise. “Good morning, my lord, I’m sorry to disturb you, but Her Highness sent me to help the Lady Mira with her makeup.”

“Oh, yes, please, come in,” said Khaldun.

Mira slipped out of bed and donned her dress. Elise had her sit at the dressing table, and went to work applying makeup to her face, neck, and the backs of her hands. Khaldun could sense the tension between the two women, but they remained cordial.

“It might be best to do this for me, too,” he said. “I can change my appearance with magic, but if I move too close to Mira, the spell will fade.”

“I can cover your skin, too, my lord,” said Elise. “But there’s not a thing I can do about your eyes.”

“That’s a good point,” said Mira. “The red irises are a dead giveaway. We’ll have to do everything we can to avoid Henry’s troops. You remember how hard they tried to acquire Nomad. If we encounter them in Madison, we can circle around farther to the north. Cross the Mayne in Telbana, perhaps.”

Khaldun sat on the bed and considered the situation. No magic would be foolproof, because Mira’s null would cancel it if he moved too close. But that was only true of active spells, he believed. If he could physically change his skin tone, then it shouldn’t be affected by her null. He didn’t know if this was possible. But he could infuse objects with magical properties, so what about altering mundane characteristics? Holding out one hand, he focused on his skin’s metallic golden color and changing it back to its original shade of brown.

It worked, but then he realized it was only illusion. Getting to his feet and moving close to Mira changed his hand back to golden.

“What are you doing?” Mira asked.

“Give me a minute,” he replied. “I’ve got an idea.”

Khaldun tried again, this time, trying to physically change his hand. It turned brown again. And this time, when he moved closer to Mira, it stayed brown. He held it in front of her to show her.

“How did you do that?” she asked. “Why isn’t my null canceling the spell?”

“There’s no active magic,” he explained. “I altered my skin color.”

Khaldun went to the washroom, closing the door behind him, and removed his robe. Watching himself in the mirror, he applied the same spell to his entire body. It took a few minutes, but he returned to his pre-transformation appearance.

Next, he went to work on his eyes. This proved to be harder, but in the end, they returned to their original dark brown. Donning his robe, he returned to the bedroom and showed Mira; Elise had finished with her makeup.

“This is the way I remember you,” she said, holding his hand and smiling.

“You look normal, my lord,” Elise told him. “I like it,” she added with a grin. Khaldun felt Mira’s hand tense in his. “Say, do you think you could turn my eyes blue?”

“Are you sure you want that?” he asked. “You’ll be stuck with it until I return.”

“Yeah, yeah, I’m sure.”

Khaldun moved away from Mira, then focused, holding one hand close to Elise’s face. He found the magic to be easier this time, now that he’d done it once. Elise’s eyes changed from brown to blue.

“There,” he said.

Elise turned to look at herself in the mirror. “I love it! Thank you! And good luck on your journey, you two. I’ll see you when you get back, my lord.”

She left the room, closing the door behind her, and Mira sighed.

“This would be a little easier if I didn’t have to leave you with her,” she said, plopping down in the bed.

“Don’t worry,” Khaldun told her, lying next to her. “Now that I’ve got you back, I have eyes for no one else.”

“Maybe not, but she certainly has eyes for you,” Mira said, poking him in the ribs.

“I’ll transform myself into a fat old man when I return,” Khaldun replied. “She’ll lose interest immediately.”

Mira giggled. “No, I don’t want you to do that. I might lose interest, too…”

“Oh, would you, now?” Khaldun said. “So, your feelings for me are purely physical?”

“Maybe…”

Khaldun tickled her in the ribs, and she squirmed away, giggling again.

“I’m only joking,” she told him. “I’d love you no matter what you looked like. And I know you’ll probably have your little flings while I’m away. But if by some miracle I am able to return, then I want you all to myself.”

“If you return, then I’ll marry you, my lady,” Khaldun said with a grin.

“I would like that,” she replied, kissing him.

They joined Jezebel for breakfast in the private dining room. Then, she escorted them out to the stables. They were taking Bella and another mare named Bonnie. Jezebel’s staff had packed them food and supplies for their journey. Jezebel gave them each a hug and wished them luck, then they mounted up.

But suddenly, Khaldun thought of something. “I’d like to test our mirrors before we go,” he said to the princess.

“Why, are you afraid the spell’s been broken somehow?”

“Yes, I am. I’ve had mine in my pocket inside of Mira’s null. I know it won’t work while I’m there, but I don’t know if it would remove the spell completely.”

“Mine is in my chambers,” said Jezebel. “Give me a moment.”

She hurried off. Khaldun pulled out his mirror, and a minute later, found Jezebel gazing back at him.

“Still works,” she said with a grin.

“Yes, luckily. Thank you for everything, Your… Jezebel,” he said.

“Stay in touch,” she told him.

Khaldun nodded and pocketed the mirror. They rode out of the castle, and passed through the town, hitting the open road beyond.

“How can the mirror still work after being inside my null?” Mira asked.

“I think that your presence can only cancel active spells. Linking the mirrors infuses them with magical properties. So, while they won’t work as long as one of them is close to you, they still retain their inherent magic.”

“So, my proximity to a seeing stone or one of the pyramids wouldn’t remove their magical properties, either, then?” she asked.

“I don’t think so,” he replied. “And I have a feeling you wouldn’t be visible to a seeing stone, either.”

“So, that spell you cast in your chambers yesterday might not have been necessary.”

“Well, we weren’t standing close enough for the rest of us to be inside your null at that point. But if it grows, or you learn how to expand it, then yes. Your presence would probably obviate the need for that spell.”

Mira nodded. “It’s going to take a while to get used to this.”

They passed the Barclay farm, and continued east all day. Making camp at sunset, Khaldun cast the spells to render them invisible from sight and magic, and the one to make them inaudible.

“Will those stay intact if you move inside my null?” asked Mira.

“I think so,” said Khaldun. “But let’s make sure. Come with me.”

They moved to the road and stood right next to each other. Khaldun put his arm around Mira’s shoulders, but their camp and the horses remained invisible.

“I’m not actively casting the spells at the moment. Once I put them in place, they’re self-sustaining, so, as I suspected, my proximity to you doesn’t cancel them. I’m pretty sure you do create a hole as you pass through them, though.”

“I would think so,” Mira agreed. “Let’s see.”

She headed back toward their camp. Sure enough, when her null hit the spells, Khaldun was able to see the horses and tent beyond. But once her null had passed inside, the hole closed behind her. Khaldun returned to camp, and they shared a light meal, then retired inside their tent.

Khaldun felt exhausted. But Mira started kissing him, and before he knew it, she was making love to him. The passion they shared was something he’d never experienced with anyone else. If Mira did have to stay at the university, he was going to have to make regular visits.

They woke early and ate a light breakfast. Mira touched up her makeup, then they broke camp as the sun cracked the horizon. It took two more days to reach the border with Newberry. They turned northeast before long, passing to the north of Cambry. When they finally reached the Torsa, it was much farther north than the last time Khaldun had traveled to the university. There was no bridge, only a ford. So, they hiked up their clothes, and rode into the river.

The water rose no higher than Khaldun’s ankles. He got the distinct impression that the horses wanted to play. They whinnied softly and nudged each other on the way across. Reaching the other side, they picked up the pace again and made their way through Madison.

They passed Madison town early that afternoon and turned onto the south road. The next couple of days proved to be uneventful, and they’d seen no signs of Fosland’s troops.

“We’ll have to turn east tomorrow,” said Khaldun once they’d made camp that evening, and sat down to eat. “There’s an inn I know, in a little village called Raymour. It’s just this side of the Mayne. If we make good time the next two days, we could stay there for a night.”

“I’d like that,” Mira said with a smile. “A little break from the road would be nice.”

They retired to the tent shortly after that. Lying down in their bedrolls, they began kissing immediately. They’d made love every night since leaving Spanbrook, and Khaldun found that his desire for her was not diminishing in the slightest. If anything, it had continued to increase.

But suddenly, he heard noises coming from outside and froze. It was too dark to see much, but Khaldun could feel Mira’s body tense beneath him; she’d heard it too. It sounded like an entire army was passing nearby. Peering through the tent flaps, Khaldun spotted dozens upon dozens of men and horses going by on the road, illuminated by the moonlight.

Moving out of the tent, Khaldun got a better look at the situation. It was an army, all right. All wearing Fosland’s colors. Worse, they were moving off the road to make camp for the night.

“Shit,” Khaldun muttered, ducking back inside the tent.

“What is it?” Mira asked, panic in her voice.

“Henry’s troops have arrived,” he told her. “We’ve got to get out of here.”

They moved out of the tent. Mira took in their surroundings and sighed.

“Let’s break camp as quickly as we can,” Khaldun told her. “The spells are still in place, so they won’t hear us.”

Mira got to work breaking down their tent as Khaldun moved their gear back into their packs. It was unnerving to do this with the army moving by so close to them. But the spells held, and they finished their work undetected.

“I’ll keep us invisible as we move,” he told Mira once they’d mounted their horses. “But the spell to block sounds won’t follow us. We’ll have to be as quiet as possible. The army’s making a lot of noise, so that should help. But we’re going to have to be very careful not to pass too close to anyone; they’ll see us if they move within the spell.” Mira took a deep breath and nodded. “You should lead the way, and I’ll do my best to confine the spell to us and the horses.”

Mira set out to the south, sticking to the grassy area by the side of the road to avoid kicking up dirt. Khaldun felt his heart pounding in his chest. The army was making camp all around them; it was going to be extremely difficult to avoid their notice.

For the first few minutes, their luck held. The soldiers had left the road, and their attention was turned to making camp, eating, and tending to their horses. But then they came across a group of men carrying buckets of water from a lake across the road. They stopped their horses, but then saw the last two men headed directly toward them. Mira kicked her horse forward, and Khaldun followed in the nick of time, but Mira’s horse nickered.

“What the hell was that?” one of the men asked, looking directly at them.

“What was what?” the other asked.

“Thought I heard a horse.”

Mira fixed Khaldun with a stare; Khaldun pressed a finger to his lips, willing her to remain silent.

“Yeah, we got about a million horses right over here.”

“No, you idiot—on the road.”

The second soldier turned to look their way, too.

“You’re imagining things. I don’t see nuthin’.”

“Could be a mage keepin’ himself invisible,” the first one said. “Gunthar told us to watch out for shit like this.”

The second one sighed. “Let’s go put these buckets down, then we’ll come back and see what we can find.”

They continued into the camp.

“Let’s pick up the pace,” Khaldun said to Mira.

Moving at a trot, they spotted the end of the enemy encampment a couple of minutes later. But then Mira stopped.

“What’s wrong?” Khaldun asked.

Mira pointed. He spotted two riders by the side of the road, both holding staffs. One was quite large, and Khaldun had a feeling he knew who it was.

“Let’s wait here and see what they do,” he suggested. “If they’re the only two mages, then they’re sure to be splitting the night into two watches.”

“Which means one of them will move into camp soon,” said Mira.

Sure enough, the larger one rode into camp a minute later. But the other one headed up the road, directly toward them.

“Don’t move, and don’t make a sound,” Khaldun told her. “Normal mages can’t detect magic, so we’ll be safe as long as he doesn’t hear us. We’ll move once he passes us.”

Mira nodded.

The mage reached their position, and Khaldun recognized him as the wizard named Lane. But suddenly, he stopped, and seemed to be staring directly at them. Khaldun didn’t understand it; he thought they’d stayed silent. But then Lane held out his staff. Khaldun figured he was about to cast an invisibility cancellation spell, just in case someone was there. Holding out one hand, he hit the wizard with the knockout spell he’d learned from Syllith. But Lane was powerful; his staff arm fell to his side, and his head drooped a bit, but he fought to stay conscious. Khaldun hit him again. This time, Lane fell out of the saddle, dropped his staff, and lay still in the road.

“Ride,” Khaldun hissed.

Mira didn’t need to be told twice. She kicked her horse into motion, Khaldun right behind her. They didn’t risk a gallop for fear of making too much noise, but rode as fast as they dared, keeping to the grassy area by the roadside.

When they reached the east road, they stopped for a moment. Khaldun held out one arm toward their backtrail, casting the spell to eliminate evidence of their passage. After that, they headed east. For about twenty minutes, they stuck to the roadside. Khaldun kept an eye out behind them, periodically casting the spell to hide their trail. But finally, they risked a gallop on the road for a while, trying to put as much distance between them and the army as they could.

The road entered a forest a couple of hours later. There had been no sign of pursuit, so they decided to make camp for the night. Khaldun found a clearing a little way into the woods, and they set up their tent there and tended to the horses.

Khaldun pulled out his mirror. He wanted to alert Syllith about Fosland’s invasion of Madison. But the witch wasn’t there; he guessed that she was probably sleeping. He called out her name a few times, and finally, Syllith’s face appeared in the glass.

“Khaldun,” she said through a yawn. She looked bleary-eyed. “What is it?”

Khaldun gave her the news.

“We suspected this might happen,” she replied. “Raphael left for Madison Town several days ago to help evacuate the prince and his family. Hopefully he’s arrived by now.”

Khaldun said goodnight to Syllith and pocketed the mirror.

“We should keep watch tonight,” he told Mira. “Our spell held, so I don’t think Lane could have seen us. And even if he did, he wouldn’t have recognized us as sorcerers. But Gunthar’s with them, too, so they might send one of them to hunt us.”

“I’m guessing they’re on their way to sack Madison Town, so hopefully they won’t bother with us,” Mira replied. “But better safe than sorry.”

“I’m surprised we didn’t see Dredmort or the wraiths,” Khaldun observed as he walked around the clearing, putting their protective spells in place.

“If Madison doesn’t have an army, then they probably don’t need them,” Mira replied. “Easy pickings for the likes of Fosland.”

Khaldun kissed Mira goodnight and took the first watch. But the night was quiet and he neither saw nor heard anyone going by on the road. He didn’t feel tired, so he let Mira sleep and kept the watch for the rest of the night. Mira emerged from the tent at dawn.

“How come you didn’t wake me?” she asked as she embraced him.

“I figured I’d let you get some rest,” he said, kissing her. “I’ve gone several nights without sleep before. I’ll be all right.”

After a light meal, they broke camp and continued east. They rode all day without encountering any further trouble. That night, they made camp in a field. Mira insisted on taking the first watch, so Khaldun lay down in the tent and fell asleep almost immediately. He woke to find that it was dawn.

“Hey,” he said, climbing out of the tent. Mira was standing nearby, watching the sun rise. “You should have awakened me for the second watch.”

“I’ll be fine,” she said, kissing him. “If you can skip a night’s sleep, so can I.”

They continued east and passed through Raymour in the afternoon, riding right past the inn where Khaldun had transformed on his journey with Jezebel. There was nobody out and about, and Khaldun wondered for a moment if the town had been abandoned. But then he spotted someone staring out the inn’s front window.

“Unfortunately, I don’t think we should stay here after all,” he said. “With Henry’s forces sacking the princedom, it would be best to get across the river right away.”

“Yes, no question,” Mira agreed.

They reached the ferry lane a minute later.

“I’m going to cancel our spells,” Khaldun told her. “We can’t book our passage if we’re invisible.”

“Good thinking,” she replied with a grin.

Khaldun removed the spells, and they proceeded down the lane. But as they reached the dock, they found a dozen Foslander soldiers awaiting them.


Chapter 10
University


“Halt,” one of the soldiers called out as he walked over to them. “Where are you two headed?”

“We’re on our way to Arthos,” Khaldun told him. He didn’t see the ferryman anywhere, but the barge was tied up by the boathouse.

“You two are wayfarers?” he asked.

“That’s right,” said Mira. “But we left the troupe.”

“All right. Wait here.”

He headed into the small boathouse.

“What is he doing?” Mira whispered.

“I don’t know. But if they discover us, we’re going to⁠—”

Khaldun didn’t get to finish his sentence. The soldier emerged from the boathouse again, a tall woman right behind him. She was wearing mage’s robes and drew a wand as she approached. Khaldun took a deep breath.

“You’re wayfarers all right,” the witch said, looking down her nose at them. “Why did you leave the troupe?”

“We’ve grown tired of the wandering,” Mira told her. “We’re going to settle down in Arthos.”

The witch regarded them for a moment. Khaldun thought she seemed suspicious. He’d never seen her before, so he doubted she’d recognized them. Before he could react, she waved her wand and cast a spell. But it was only to cancel illusions. Khaldun breathed a sigh of relief.

“They’re not hiding anything,” the witch told the soldier. “Let them pass.”

She turned on her heel and strode back to the boathouse. The soldier led them down to the ferry. Once they’d paid the fare and boarded, he untied the boat and shoved off. Then he took a long pole and started pushing them across the water.

Khaldun wondered what had happened to the ferryman, but decided not to ask. They’d probably killed him, and asking too many questions might raise more suspicions.

They made it to the opposite shore. Khaldun and Mira disembarked, and the soldier began his return voyage.

“That was too close for comfort,” Mira said with a relieved sigh. “When that witch drew her wand, I thought we were in trouble.”

“She was only making sure we weren’t casting any illusions.”

“That’s a relief. I was worried she might realize I was a null.”

“Well, I don’t know about you, but I’m sorely disappointed about missing that night at the inn,” Khaldun told her. “Let’s get to Arthos as quickly as we can, and we can spend a night at the Black Dragon.”

“Sounds good to me,” Mira agreed.

They rode until sunset, then made camp in a little meadow near the road. Khaldun put their protective spells in place, then suggested that they keep a watch.

“But I thought Henry hadn’t crossed the Mayne yet?” Mira said.

“He wasn’t supposed to be in Madison, either,” he replied. “Get some sleep. I’ll take the first watch.”

“You mean you’ll let me sleep the whole night and then I’ll keep watch tomorrow night?” she teased.

“We’ll see,” he replied with a grin.

The next few hours passed without incident. Khaldun crawled into the tent, lying down next to Mira. He started kissing her cheek and neck. She woke up and made love to him. Then she left to take the second watch and Khaldun went to sleep.

They made it to Arthos two days later without encountering any sign of Fosland’s troops. They checked in at the guard station and made their way into the city. It was still an hour or two before sunset when they reached the Black Dragon. Khaldun went inside and booked a room for the night. They stabled their horses, then went up to the second floor of the inn to drop their packs in their room. It had a view of the road out front.

Khaldun used his mirror to contact Syllith and let her know that they’d arrived in Arthos. “We should reach the university by nightfall tomorrow,” he said.

“Excellent,” she replied. “Our scouts report that Henry has still not shown any signs of crossing the Mayne, so you shouldn’t encounter any trouble. I’ll arrange for a council meeting the following morning. I’m staying at Enigma’s house. Find me there when you arrive, and the two of you are welcome to spend the night.”

Khaldun said goodbye and put the mirror away.

“I’m famished,” said Mira. “Let’s see if they’re serving dinner yet.”

They made their way back down to the common room, and took a table in the rear corner. Only a few other people were here, but it did appear dinner service had started. Sure enough, a woman bustled out from the kitchen a few minutes later and placed two steaming bowls of stew and a loaf of bread on their table. Khaldun ordered them each an ale and the woman scurried off again.

“So, I’m guessing Henry must not have heard about me, yet,” said Mira.

“What makes you think so?”

“That witch at the ferry. She didn’t bother using the spell to reveal mages. Gunthar did that when we encountered his party in Oxcart on my way to the troupe. That’s how he figured out that I was a null.”

“That’s a good point,” said Khaldun. “If they were looking for you specifically, they surely would have done that. She knew we were wayfarers and still didn’t check.”

The woman returned with their drinks a minute later. Khaldun and Mira ate and drank their fill. The common room became busier, and they stayed and chatted with some of the other guests for a couple of hours, drinking several more ales in the process.

They returned to their room and went straight to bed. Once they’d stripped out of their clothes, they made love late into the night, finally falling asleep in each other’s arms.

They rose before dawn and headed back down to the common room for breakfast. Then, they collected their belongings and went to the stables for their horses. They hit the south road and reached the bridge a few hours later. Once across, they continued south, and reached a pair of short towers only minutes later.

“This is the barrier,” Khaldun told Mira, reining in his horse. “But I don’t think I remember the incantation to get us through it…”

“But surely you don’t need to know the words anymore, right?” she said.

Khaldun held out one hand, sensing the powerful wards protecting the university. The barrier shimmered where it intersected the road. He was about to create an opening when he had a thought. “Why don’t you open it for us?”

“What, you mean you want me to cancel it?” she asked.

“No, I doubt you could. This kind of spell can’t be removed from the outside. But I’m betting if you walk through it, your null will create a hole, like it did with the protective spells around our camp.”

“All right,” she said. She guided her horse forward, but its muzzle was outside of her null. The horse backed off and reared when its nose hit the spell. Mira dismounted, then walked toward the barrier. And sure enough, as she approached, a pinhole opened up in its surface, expanding to a circle that extended a couple of feet around her when she stopped at the boundary.

“There’s not enough room for the horses to pass,” he pointed out. “Can you make it larger?”

“I’ve never tried,” she said with a shrug. But then, furrowing her brow, she focused for a moment. The hole in the barrier grew until it extended about ten feet around her. “You’d better hurry—I don’t know how long I can hold this.”

Khaldun grabbed her horse’s reins, then rode through with both animals. Once he was beyond the barrier, Mira gave up the effort and remounted. The barrier became whole again.

“That was impressive for a first attempt,” Khaldun said appreciatively as they continued south. “I wonder how big you can make it?”

“I’m sure that’s something I’ll be working on once I start my lessons,” she said with a sigh.

They continued riding and reached the university a little after sunset. Khaldun took them directly to Enigma’s house, where they found Syllith. She escorted them up to the guest bedroom on the second floor and told them that the manservant, Archibald, would make arrangements for their horses to be stabled.

“Is that makeup you’re wearing?” Syllith asked, looking more closely at Mira’s face.

“Yes, Princess Jezebel suggested it.”

“That was a great idea. But you must be using an illusion,” she added to Khaldun. “That’s not makeup.”

“No, actually. I was worried about Mira’s null canceling my spell, so I changed my skin and eye color back to how it was before my transformation.”

“Fascinating,” Syllith said appreciatively. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard of a sorcerer doing that before. Except for Semblant, that is… do you think you’re a shapeshifter?”

“Um… I don’t think so.”

“Have you ever tried?”

“No, I… uh, this was the first time it ever occurred to me to change my appearance like this.”

She dragged him over to the mirror. “Try it. See if you can change your face to look like mine.”

Khaldun chuckled. But he focused on their faces in the mirror, trying to alter his to look like Syllith’s. Nothing happened. “I don’t think I can do this.”

“You changed your skin and eye color,” said Syllith. “Try making your lips thinner like mine.”

Khaldun concentrated on his lips, attempting to alter their form, but again, couldn’t manage it. “Maybe I can only change colors,” he suggested.

“Yeah? Then turn your hair blue.”

Khaldun looked in the mirror again, this time focusing on his hair. He tried altering its color, and sure enough, it turned blue.

“That’s a great look,” Mira said, giggling at him.

Khaldun changed his hair back to its normal color.

“Intriguing,” Syllith said. “Well, you’re here now, so you should probably both revert to your normal appearances before the council meeting.”

The cook was already preparing dinner, so Syllith brought them to the dining room. They sat down at the table and she poured them wine. Khaldun and Mira took turns telling the witch about their journey.

“That was risky,” Syllith told them when they explained how Mira had opened a hole in the barrier. “You could have brought the entire barrier down that way.”

“I’m sorry,” said Khaldun. “It was my idea. Her null only poked a hole in the defensive spells around our camp, so I figured it would be all right.”

Syllith nodded. “The trouble is that no null mage has ever become a sorcerer before. University scholars have hypothesized about how such a person’s powers might work over the years, but we’ve never been able to test those ideas before. So, there will be plenty of time for you to explore your abilities, but it would be best to refrain from such experiments without the proper guidance.”

“My apologies,” said Mira. “I didn’t fully understand the dangers. I’ll be more careful from now on.”

Archibald arrived, setting an enormous platter down on the middle of the table; it took him a few trips to bring all the food. The three of them grew quiet for several minutes as they dug into their meals.

“Have you heard what the final outcome was in Madison?” Khaldun asked.

“I’m sorry to report that Henry’s forces succeeded in sacking the princedom,” Syllith told them. “But Raphael was able to evacuate the royal family. He was planning on taking them to Vance, but I suspect that will be Henry’s next target.”

“But that means only Stoutwall will remain free in all of Middle Maeda,” Mira observed. “On this side of the Mayne, anyway.”

“Yes, that’s correct,” Syllith said with a sigh. “But Augustine’s military might is rivaled only by Highgate’s. And he’s forged alliances with a couple of powerful princedoms in southern Maeda who do not wish to see Henry take the entire kingdom. I don’t think Stoutwall will fall anytime soon.”

“He’s got Shatter, too,” Khaldun pointed out. “I’ve seen him fight. I don’t think Dredmort and all his wraiths would be a match for him.”

“Perhaps,” Syllith said with a shrug. “But at this point, I believe Henry will try to take the university before setting his sights on Stoutwall or the southern princedoms.”

“Won’t the governors act to prevent that?” asked Mira.

“I’ve been trying to persuade them,” Syllith replied. “But most of them remain steadfast in their commitment to neutrality. It would probably take a direct attack to win them over, I’m afraid.”

“But that’s absurd,” said Khaldun. “Fosland nearly has the university surrounded. Don’t they understand the threat they’re facing?”

Syllith chuckled derisively and finished her glass of wine before replying. “I think they must. But they cling to our tradition of neutrality with an almost religious zeal. They seemed to believe that Henry’s defeat at the hands of Highgate would quell his aggression, so the news from Madison has brought a couple of them around. I remain hopeful that we can turn the tide and convince them to take action soon.”

“The university doesn’t have an army, though, does it?” asked Mira.

“No, our response would need to be thaumaturgic in nature,” Syllith replied. “Placing sorcerers at strategic locations in princedoms east of the Mayne would help repel any Foslander attack there. I believe he’ll try to surround the university completely before attacking it. That would cut off our escape route.

“And I think we should also establish formal alliances with Highgate, Stoutwall, and Augustine’s southern allies. Terminating our neutrality and joining the fight against Fosland in an official capacity would send Henry a message, and hopefully make him think twice about attacking the university.

“We’ll get there, I think. After Madison, I’m no longer the only one advocating for a more aggressive approach. Enigma and Warhammer now support my position as well. With them on board, we may be able to persuade the others.”

“I hope so,” said Khaldun.

“What happened with the artifact?” asked Mira. “Were you able to get that destroyed?”

“Yes,” Syllith said with a nod. “Vision took care of it.”

“That’s a relief,” said Khaldun.

“Well, we should call it a night,” Syllith suggested, pushing back from the table. “We have the governor’s council first thing in the morning.”

Khaldun and Mira each finished their wine, then said goodnight to Syllith and headed up to their bedroom. Their packs were sitting on the floor near the door; Khaldun figured that one of the servants must have brought them up.

There was a basin of water in the room for washing their hands and faces, so Mira found a towel and used that to remove her makeup. Meanwhile, Khaldun disrobed, and stood in front of the mirror to turn his irises red and his skin golden. After that, they went straight to bed and woke at dawn, going downstairs to find Archibald laying out breakfast on the dining room table.

“Good morning, my lord and lady,” he said with a bow. “Please have a seat. Lady Syllith will be down shortly.”

They sat down at the table, and Syllith joined them moments later. Once they’d eaten, they bade Archibald farewell and headed out. Syllith led them to one of the main buildings, and inside to a chamber that reminded Khaldun of a courtroom. There was a long bench spanning the front of the space. Syllith escorted Khaldun and Mira to seats near the front, then she took her place behind the bench.

Khaldun spotted three sorcerers right away. There was a diminutive, scantily clad woman who could only be Allure; she was smiling at him suggestively and Khaldun felt a strong physical attraction to her. Sitting to her left was a man almost as short as Allure. His face and bald head were scarred and pitted. He wore no shirt, his muscles bulging in sharp relief beneath his golden skin. Khaldun figured this had to be Warhammer. And to Allure’s right was an ancient-looking gentleman. He had wispy, white hair, and his red eyes looked a little foggy. Khaldun knew this must be Vision. Enigma, Semblant, and Sage were reportedly at the watchtower.

Syllith was the youngest of the conjurnors. The other five—two women and three men—were much older, all with gray or white hair. One of the women—the youngest-looking, after Syllith, cleared her throat and said, “Let’s begin.”

“Lady Madeline,” said Syllith, “may I present Khaldun of Spanbrook and Lady Mira of Graystone.”

“Welcome, my dears,” she said with a smile. “Lord Khaldun, it is my understanding that Princess Jezebel wishes to reestablish formal ties with this institution. Is that correct?”

“Yes, my lady,” Khaldun replied.

“Very well, please stand and raise your right hand.”

Khaldun got to his feet, holding his hand up. Madeline had him recite an oath, pledging fealty to the university in all matters pertaining to magic, including the compliance of Spanbrook’s mages to the university’s directives. Once he was done, she instructed him to retake his seat.

“We are pleased to have your great princedom renew our affiliation,” she said.

“Thank you,” Khaldun replied.

“Lady Mira, it has come to my attention that you wish to matriculate?”

Khaldun had to stop himself from scoffing at the language she’d chosen; Mira hardly had a choice in the matter.

“Yes, my lady,” said Mira.

“Very well. We have heard about your unique abilities, and have made arrangements for special instruction. Allure will be providing your tutelage. There is no record of any magical null ever undergoing the metamorphosis, so this will be virgin territory for all of us, I’m afraid. However, Allure does possess the most expertise in training new sorcerers, so you will be in good hands, my dear.”

“Lady Mira, please approach the bench,” said Allure, leaning forward and calling a small flame in one hand.

Mira got up and stepped toward the sorcerer. Allure’s flame disappeared.

“Some of my colleagues have expressed skepticism about your abilities,” Allure explained. “I was hoping you might be willing to provide a quick demonstration?”

“Oh, uh… sure,” Mira stammered. “What would you like me to do?”

“Just stand there,” Allure told her with a tone of amusement. “Warhammer?” she added to the sorcerer to her left.

He muttered something unintelligible, but held out one hand and called a small flame. He moved it toward Mira, and it went out when it hit her null. Each of the other governors tried the same thing, but none of them were able to move their flame close to Mira.

“Quite impressive,” Madeline said once they’d all taken a turn. “And are you able to grow your null any larger?”

“I’ve only tried once,” Mira replied. “I was able to expand it to about twenty feet in diameter.”

“Lady Mira did this as they passed through our barrier,” Syllith added.

“Your null negated our protective dome?” Warhammer asked in disbelief.

“Yes,” Mira confirmed.

“And you didn’t do anything to accomplish this?” he asked. “You didn’t cast any spell?”

“No, I did not. Since my transformation, I don’t need to do anything to cancel magic within my null. Even when I sleep, my presence extinguishes every spell.”

“And you can still cancel spells beyond your null if you so choose?” Warhammer asked.

“Yes, my lord.”

“Do it,” he said, getting to his feet and holding out one arm.

There was an earsplitting roar; Khaldun turned to find a lion stalking around the rear of the chamber. He could feel the magic emanating from it and knew it was only an illusion.

Mira turned and gasped. But with a wave of her hand, she canceled the spell, and the beast disappeared.

“What about this?” said Warhammer. He held his arms out to his sides, plunging the room into utter darkness. Khaldun didn’t know what happened, but a moment later, the darkness faded. “You did that?” Warhammer asked Mira; she nodded. “So, you already knew that spell, then?” he asked.

“N-no, my lord,” she replied. “I’ve never encountered that before—I didn’t know it was possible.”

“You can cancel spells without knowing them?” he asked with a note of skepticism.

“I told you,” Allure said, turning toward him. “She didn’t need to be a sorcerer to do that. That’s how it was for the other four nulls.”

“Yes, well, seeing is believing,” he muttered.

“Have you tried closing your channels of power yet?” asked Allure.

“I’m sorry, but I don’t know how,” Mira replied.

Allure nodded. “We’ll take care of that,” she told her. “I’m going to enjoy working with you, my lady.”

“Th-thank you,” Mira replied.

“You may sit down, Lady Mira,” said Madeline. Mira returned to her chair. “Please understand that we will be unable to bind you to a conjurnor at the present time, as is our custom with new sorcerers. This situation poses a security risk to you and the rest of us. There are those who would go to great lengths to acquire an unbound sorcerer such as yourself. So, I wish to impress upon you how imperative it is that you remain here, inside our protective barrier.

“It is our belief that once Governor Allure teaches you to close your channels of power, we will be able to proceed with the rite of binding.”

“My lady, assuming the rite is successful, do you know if you will be assigning me to one of the princedoms?” Mira asked. “Or should I expect to remain here at the university?”

“The decision will not be formalized until it is clear that we can proceed with the rite,” Madeline replied. “But I do not believe we will be sending you anywhere else.”

Mira nodded. “Thank you.”

“Very well,” said Madeline, looking around at the other governors. “I believe that concludes our proceedings for this morning. We have arranged lodging for you, Lady Mira. I believe Lady Syllith has agreed to show you to your room?”

“Yes, I’ll take care of that right away,” Syllith replied.

“Thank you,” said Madeline. “Then, we stand adjourned.”


Chapter 11
Highgate


“That went well, I think,” Syllith said as she exited the building with Khaldun and Mira.

“Yes, but I’m glad it’s over,” Mira replied. “They made me so nervous!”

“I’m surprised Warhammer was so skeptical of Mira’s abilities,” said Khaldun.

“Don’t forget, it’s been a couple of centuries since the last magical null,” said Syllith. “And Warhammer’s never been much of a scholar. He started out at the Bastion before he transformed.”

“The military academy?” asked Khaldun.

“That’s right. He transferred here when he became a sorcerer. But warfare is his area of expertise. Not history. I don’t think he’d ever heard of magical nulls before he found out about Mira.”

Allure left the building and approached them. “Lady Mira, I’m sorry we skipped the formal introductions earlier. I’m Allure.” She held out her hand, and Mira shook it. “I’m pleased to meet you. And you, Khaldun,” she added, shaking his hand next.

Khaldun felt a jolt of energy when his fingers touched hers. “The pleasure is all mine.”

“Mm,” Allure said, gazing into his eyes and holding his hand longer than he’d expected. But finally, she released him, and said to Mira, “Meet me here tomorrow morning, and we’ll begin your training.”

“I’ll be here,” she replied. “Thank you.”

Allure bade them farewell and strode away. Khaldun watched her go; almost as if she felt the weight of his stare, she turned and smiled at him for a moment. Khaldun returned his attention to Syllith and Mira, but found Mira staring after the sorcerer, too.

“Lady Mira, if you’ll come this way, I’ll show you to the dorm,” Syllith said with a grin.

“Huh?” Mira said, turning to face her. “Oh, yes, I’m sorry. Allure is quite distracting,” she added with a giggle.

Syllith led them through an alleyway between two of the buildings to an open courtyard in the center of the quad. Walking to the building on the eastern side, she opened the door for them, closing it again once they’d passed inside. She led them up a flight of stairs to the second floor, then knocked on a door midway down the corridor.

There was no reply for a moment, but then Khaldun heard someone stirring within. Finally, the door opened, and he found himself face-to-face with Allison, the former princess of Spanbrook.

Allison’s expression turned from curiosity to surprise, and then to something close to anger. “You,” she said, locking eyes with Khaldun.

“Allison, this is Mira,” said Syllith. “Your new roommate?” she added when Allison failed to respond.

“Oh, yes, of course,” she said, opening the door wider to let them in.

“They did tell you about this, I hope?” said Syllith as Khaldun moved into the room with Mira.

“Yes, I’m sorry. They did, but I didn’t know it was today.”

Khaldun gazed around the room. There was a bunk bed on one side. A couple of desks lined the opposite wall. The room was clean, but messy, with clothes thrown all over the place. Khaldun suspected that Allison wasn’t used to living without a handmaiden to clean up after her.

“I, uh… normally sleep in the top bunk,” Allison said nervously to Mira. Khaldun suppressed a grin; both beds were covered with clothes and books. “I’ll remove my things from the bottom one for you. Unless you’d prefer the top bunk?”

“The bottom is fine,” Mira replied. “Thank you.”

“If you’d like, I can show you to the commissary to pick up any supplies you might need,” Syllith told her.

“Oh, yes, please,” she said. “And I’ll need to return to your house to collect my pack, too.”

Khaldun was about to head out the door with them, but Allison said, “Could I speak to you for a moment? Alone?”

“Yes, of course,” he said. “I’ll catch up with you later,” he said to Mira. She gave him a kiss, then left with Syllith.

Allison stared at Khaldun for a moment, opening her mouth to say something, but then closing it again. She plopped down in a chair, staring at the floor. Khaldun still felt the old attraction to her, stronger than ever. She possessed something similar to Allure’s magnetism, although not nearly as strong.

“Syllith tells me you’re making good progress,” he said. She gazed up at him, a puzzled look on her face. “With your magic, I mean.”

“She’s a liar,” Allison replied, rolling her eyes. “I can barely call the basic forces. I guess sorcerers typically receive private instruction. But they’ve thrown me into the regular classes with the wizards and witches because I don’t even qualify yet.”

“It’s nothing to be ashamed of,” Khaldun assured her. “Most sorcerers transform after practicing magic for years, but you’re brand new to it. Give yourself time. You’ll get there.”

“That’s what Dana says,” Allison said with a sigh. “She doesn’t seem to doubt me at all. But I feel like such a fool in my classes. The amazing sorcerer who’s the worst in her class. I’ve never been this bad at anything before.”

Khaldun chuckled. “Who’s Dana?”

“Oh… she’s my conjurnor. That’s meant to be a secret, but I suppose I can trust you to keep it to yourself.”

“I won’t tell a soul.”

“She’s also the only friend I’ve made so far. I think I would have lost my mind by now were it not for her.”

“You’ll like Mira,” he told her. “I’m sure of it.”

“Was she a wayfarer, too?”

“It’s complicated. I’ll let her tell you the story sometime. But yes, she spent her childhood with the troupe.”

Allison nodded and looked at the floor again. “How… um… how is Jezebel?”

“She’s doing well,” Khaldun said, reaching into his pocket. “She wanted me to give you this,” he added, holding the mirror out to her. Allison looked up, a smile lighting her face, and took it from him.

“Is this like the other ones we had? I can speak to her with this?” Khaldun nodded. She held it to her chest with both hands as if it were a great treasure. “Thank you. I, ah, suppose you and she have probably… been, you know. Together. Since my departure?”

“No, not at all,” Khaldun told her. “Her Highness remains committed to marrying you one day. She has no interest in becoming involved with anyone else. In fact, much to Oswald’s distress, she’s refused to take a husband.”

Allison scoffed at this. “Yes, I can imagine Oswald’s reaction. But she must produce an heir!”

“Oh, she will,” Khaldun told her, feeling anxious about telling her much more about this. “She might already be pregnant, actually.”

“What? But who’s the father?”

“There’s no way to know…”

Allison didn’t reply, only staring at him in confusion.

“You know Jezebel,” he said with a sigh. “She wanted to be certain nobody else could lay claim to the throne. So, she took half a dozen men to bed to make sure nobody could identify the father.”

Allison stared at him in disbelief for a few moments, as if she were having trouble processing this news. But then she shook her head and chuckled. “Yes, that does sound like something Jezebel would come up with. Well, at least she won’t lose the princedom like I did.” Allison examined the mirror, then said, “I don’t mean to be rude, but… I’d like to be alone, now.”

“Oh, yes, of course,” Khaldun said. “Please let Her Highness know that Mira and I have arrived safely.”

“I will.”

Khaldun opened the door and was about to leave, but Allison said, “Khaldun?” He turned to face her, and she added, “Thank you for taking care of her.” Khaldun nodded and moved into the corridor, closing the door behind him. He went outside and ran into Mira and Syllith out in front of one of the administrative buildings.

Mira wanted to go get settled into her room, so she gave Khaldun a kiss and hurried off. He stared after her for a moment, missing her already.

“Don’t worry,” said Syllith. “She’ll be safe here.”

“I know,” he said with a sigh. “It’s not that. I’ve just grown accustomed to her constant presence these last few weeks. After believing I’d never see her again. And now I’m going to have to say goodbye again.”

“Well, we should head to Highgate tomorrow. We’ll get you your own carpet and you can visit her whenever you’d like. Cheer up, sorcerer!”

Syllith had to meet with a couple of the other governors, so Khaldun headed back to Enigma’s house. He spent most of the day in the sorcerer’s private library. Many of the books were in other languages. But Khaldun found quite a few written in the common tongue, and settled into a plush chair to read about the history of magic in Anoria.

Khaldun was surprised to read that humans might have originally inherited magic from the elves. The author explained that elvish people, like sorcerers, were able to do magic without any kind of instrument. It was an ability their entire population shared. But most elves could call only the four basic forces. Elvish mages were the ones who could wield the magical force. And many of them possessed power that eclipsed that of even the strongest human sorcerers.

Only when he heard a knock on the door did Khaldun realize that it was nearly sunset. He’d become so engrossed in the book that he’d spent almost the entire day reading. But he answered the door to find Mira and Allison standing there, inviting him to dinner.

He accompanied them to the dining hall. They met Allison’s conjurnor, Dana, there, and the four of them ate together. Dana didn’t seem much older than Allison. Khaldun was surprised to learn that she was nearly thirty. She’d remained at the university ever since her graduation, and worked as a teaching assistant for Vision.

After dinner, Khaldun went for a moonlight stroll with Mira, holding hands as they walked. They went by the rear corner of the quad, passing the seven-sided tower, and heading up the road past the governors’ mansions.

“I wanted to thank you for escorting me here,” she told him. “Being with you made the transition a little easier, I think. I was dreading this, but I think I’ll like it here.”

“What do you think of Allison?” he asked. “It seems like the two of you have hit it off pretty well.”

“She’s wonderful,” she replied. “We have a lot in common, having both spent so much time living among the highborn. And both being sent here against our will.”

“Yes, it was quite the shock for her. She’d never even done magic before her transformation.”

They walked in silence for a minute.

“What will you do now?” Mira asked finally.

“Syllith and I are leaving for Highgate in the morning.”

“And after that? Will you stop here before returning to Spanbrook?”

“I think perhaps I could be persuaded to do so,” he said with a grin.

“Consider yourself persuaded,” she said, kissing him.

“I’m going to miss you,” he said. “It’s been like paradise living with you these last several weeks.”

“I know,” she said, kissing him again. “Make sure you get that carpet,” she added with a grin.

They finished their stroll, and Khaldun walked her back to the dorm. He kissed her goodnight, then headed back to Enigma’s house. Syllith wasn’t back yet; Khaldun wondered where she might have gone, but didn’t wait up for her. He went to bed and fell asleep right away.

Khaldun rose at dawn. Wandering downstairs, he found Syllith sitting in the dining room, eating breakfast.

“Morning, sorcerer,” she said.

“You were out late,” he replied, taking the adjacent seat.

“I figured I’d take advantage of the moonlight and do a little recon before leaving for Highgate,” she told him. “I flew over Stiles and Madison, staying close to the Mayne. I wanted to see if Henry was getting his troops ready to cross the river.”

“And?”

Syllith shook her head. “I saw no evidence of an impending invasion. We’ll fly over Roses and Fosland this morning so we can check there.”

“Flying over Fosland could be dangerous, no? If we go over the city? What if Dredmort sees us?”

“You’ll make us invisible to ensure that doesn’t happen,” she told him. “I’ll have you open a portal in the barrier, too.”

“How do you handle that when you fly solo?”

“I have to relinquish control of the carpet for a couple of seconds,” she said with a grin. “In the beginning, I would land first, open the barrier from the ground, then fly the rest of the way. But eventually I worked up the nerve to try it in flight.”

Once they’d eaten, they headed out. Syllith unfurled her carpet on the walkway in front of the house. She sat down by the front edge, in the center, and Khaldun took a seat at the rear. Syllith launched them high into the sky, and shot off to the south. She slowed down as they approached the barrier, and Khaldun opened a portal for them. They continued their course, flying along the western side of the Mayne. Khaldun made them invisible.

They flew for hours, both keeping an eye on the land below. There were no significant troop encampments near the river in Roses. Khaldun did spot a massive army camped on the plain south of Fosland City, but they didn’t appear to be preparing for a river crossing. And there was also a dragon perched on top of the Darkhold. Khaldun didn’t imagine Henry would be too happy about that, but also wondered what had brought the beast so far southwest.

Syllith took them across the river and into Highgate. Khaldun spotted the crystal tower sparkling in the distance long before the rest of the city came into view. Syllith took them in low over the keep, and Khaldun saw a short, robed figure waiting for them on the roof. They landed, and Azure walked over to greet them.

“You knew we were coming?” Syllith asked, shaking the sorcerer’s hand.

“Of course,” he said with a grin. “Her Highness saw your arrival in the looking glass several days ago. I’ve prepared your carpet,” he added to Khaldun as he shook his hand. Khaldun spotted it rolled up by the entry to the keep. “Care to take it for a ride?”

Syllith chuckled. “They say little transpires in Highgate without the princess knowing about it. The adage seems true. We came here primarily to ask if you could make a flying carpet for Khaldun.”

“I have made two more that you may wish to take to Enigma,” Azure replied. “He has made himself a new one, but they’ve been busy at the watchtowers. There has been no time for him to prepare additional ones for Semblant and Sage.”

“Very well,” Syllith said with a nod. “I will take them there once we finish here.”

Khaldun unfurled his new carpet, sat down in the center, and took off high into the sky. He flew a couple of giant circles around the city before returning to the keep’s roof.

“Is it to your liking?” Azure asked.

“Very much so,” Khaldun said with a grin. “Thank you.”

“It takes a few days to create one,” Azure told him. “The spells are complex, and must be applied in layers. And to ensure the carpet’s proper functioning, each spell must be repeated several times and given time to settle into the material.”

“Now I understand why Enigma hasn’t had time to create more for his colleagues,” Khaldun said with a nod.

“We should move inside,” Azure told them. “Princess Salerna has been eagerly awaiting your arrival. There are urgent matters she wishes to discuss with you.”

Syllith shot Khaldun a puzzled look, then asked Azure, “What’s going on?”

“I will allow Her Highness to explain.”

Khaldun rolled up his carpet and tucked it into the void. Azure led them inside the keep and down to the conference room across from the great hall. Princess Salerna was sitting alone at the head of the table.

“Welcome to Highgate,” she said. “It’s good to see you both again. But please, have a seat. There is much to discuss.”

Azure took the seat to Salerna’s right, while Khaldun and Syllith sat down to her left.

“I was preparing to send Azure to find you at the university,” Salerna told Syllith, “but then I foresaw your arrival here. I will get right to the point. Henry has started amassing troops along the western edge of the Mayne. We believe he is preparing to invade Greenfield, Arthos, and Strom.”

“But Your Highness, I surveyed those areas before coming here,” said Syllith. “There were no troops anywhere near the river, except for an army camped outside of Fosland City.”

“Yes, that army numbers roughly ten thousand, but it will not cross the Mayne,” Salerna replied. “Henry seems to have realized that he cannot take Highgate. So, he has turned his attention to the university instead. Once he sacks the lands on the eastern side of the river, he will have your institution surrounded.”

“But those were the only troops—” said Syllith, but Azure cut her off.

“They’re maintaining invisibility spells around a second army day and night. We grew suspicious when the looking glass showed no wraiths with the force that took Madison. I flew recon over the western side of the river in Roses. At first, I neither saw nor sensed anything. But I moved in lower on the return trip, and that’s when I felt their invisibility spell. It’s covering an entire field. I stayed to observe for several hours, and during that time, many more troops arrived, vanishing inside the spell. But no more than half a dozen men at a time, so it doesn’t look like a significant troop movement.”

“But hiding a whole army that way must require an enormous amount of power,” said Khaldun. “I’ve used the invisibility spell around a camp of a dozen or so people, but I don’t think I could cover an area large enough for an army.”

“Nor could I,” said Azure. “But I detected something else. There was some sort of shield spell in place at the field’s four corners. Each small enough to protect one or two men. Or a horse and rider. But it wasn’t the normal shield spell that repels magic. As I examined them, I realized they were blotting out the sunlight.”

“Sunlight?” Syllith replied with a puzzled look. “Could those spells be protecting wraiths? Allowing them to work in daylight?”

“That’s what we believe,” Azure confirmed. “I did feel a sense of dread as I moved in close to them. Four wraiths, working together, could probably keep an entire army cloaked beneath an invisibility spell.”

“And after hearing Azure’s report, I foresaw Foslander armies invading Arthos and Greenfield,” Salerna told them. “The troops amassing in Roses will most likely head for Strom. They must have yet another army preparing to cross the Mayne from Stiles or Madison.”

“How could Henry have raised such a force so soon after losing the battle here?” Khaldun asked. “He lost most of his army in that campaign, didn’t he?”

“Henry attacked Highgate with roughly forty thousand troops,” said Azure. “We estimate that he lost over half his men by the time it was over. But that still left him with somewhere between fifteen and twenty thousand. And we believe he has been adding conscripts from his occupied territories ever since.”

“You must convince the rest of the council that the time for neutrality has ended,” Salerna said to Syllith. “They must formally ally with Highgate and Stoutwall against Fosland and send mages to Greenfield, Arthos, and Strom. We will send military aid to Strom as well, but we do not possess the resources to stem this tide alone.”

“She’s right,” said Khaldun. “If Fosland conquers the princedoms east of the river, then they’ll have the university surrounded.”

“Have you foreseen an attack on the university?” Syllith asked, her expression grave.

“No, I have not,” Salerna replied with a frown. “The looking glass will reveal nothing beyond the invasions of our northern neighbors. Whatever might happen after that remains stubbornly veiled from my eyes.”

“I’ve made some progress with a couple of the other governors,” said Syllith. “Hopefully this news will help sway the others. But failing that, the barrier around the university should keep Henry’s forces out.”

“You cannot count on that,” Salerna told her.

Syllith shook her head. “The spells cannot be canceled from the outside. Every one of Henry’s mages together with their wraiths could not hope to get through it.”

“Yet it would require only one mage to take down the entire barrier from within,” Salerna pointed out.

Syllith didn’t respond for a moment. “Only a governor could do that. Have you foreseen a traitor in their midst?”

“The looking glass will no longer show me anything at the university,” said Salerna. “This is only a suspicion. Intuition, perhaps. But any mage could open a portal for Henry’s troops.”

“Not one large enough to admit an army. Only a few people at a time could pass through the barrier that way. The sorcerers on the council can sense it when someone opens a portal, and if it were kept open that long, they would take action to close it again.”

“They modified the spells to keep Fosland’s mages out,” said Khaldun. “Could they adjust them to keep out an army?”

“No, that’s not quite right,” said Syllith. “The spells don’t prevent specific people from passing through the barrier, only from opening a portal.”

“So, I could open a portal and let Dredmort through, but he couldn’t open a portal himself?”

“That’s correct,” said Syllith. “But I agree we must declare war against Fosland and send mages to help repel the invasions. With your leave, we will rest here tonight, then Khaldun can return to the university in the morning to warn the others while I fly to the watchtower. After that, I will return to the university and demand that the council take action.”

“Of course,” Salerna said with a nod. “We have already prepared chambers for the two of you. Make yourselves at home, and please join my family for dinner this evening.”

“We will, thank you,” Syllith replied.

Khaldun left the room with Syllith, and they found a young attendant waiting for them outside. He escorted them up to the second floor and showed them to their rooms, which were located across the hall from each other.

Khaldun’s chambers were smaller than the ones he’d had last time, but still included a separate washroom with a large tub. He went to the window to find he had a view of the courtyard and the city beyond.

There was a knock at the door. He answered it to find Syllith standing there.

“We need to talk,” she said.

Khaldun let her in, closing the door behind her. “What’s wrong?”

“Sit down, sorcerer,” she said, indicating the small table near the windows. Khaldun took one of the chairs, and Syllith sat across from him.

The witch took a deep breath, then said, “I didn’t say anything in front of the princess, but I fear her suspicions may come to fruition.”

“What are you talking about?” Khaldun asked, not sure what she meant.

Syllith hesitated for a moment, as if still debating whether to continue or not. But finally, she held out her staff and cast the spells to block sound and magical observation. Then she tipped her staff toward the table and a black pyramid popped out of the void, sitting on the surface between them.

Khaldun was shocked. “This is the one from Spanbrook? You told me Vision destroyed it!”

“I never took it to Vision,” she said with a sigh. “And I’ve told no one else of its existence.”

“So, what, have you been carrying this thing around with you everywhere you go?” Khaldun was surprised he hadn’t sensed it on their way here, but then again, he hadn’t been looking for anything.

“No, of course not. There are too many sorcerers at the university. I couldn’t risk them sensing that I had something tucked into the void. So, I was keeping it concealed at Enigma’s house. But I didn’t feel safe leaving it behind, so I took it with me here.”

“Why didn’t you take it to Vision?”

Syllith took a deep breath. “What I’m about to discuss with you I have shared with no one else. I don’t know whom I can trust.”

“You trust me, though?”

Syllith nodded. “More than anyone else.”

This revelation stunned Khaldun. “I don’t understand. Why me?”

“You interacted with Nyro using this thing. Yet still you turned it over to me. I know how forcefully she must have tried to win you over to her cause. Only someone true of heart could have resisted that.”

“Myrddin did.”

“Yes, and his loyalty to Spanbrook was unassailable. Yet even he kept the artifact for himself. In turning it over, you have shown that your loyalty extends beyond your own princedom.”

“Well, I’m sure he must have revealed it to the prince and followed his orders. Just like I told Jezebel. And she agreed that we had to surrender it.”

“In that case, I can trust you both. But I must insist that you keep this conversation in the strictest of confidence. You can discuss it with Jezebel if you wish, but nobody else must learn what I’m about to divulge.”

“All right,” Khaldun replied. “But you still haven’t told me why you kept this thing. You felt the force of Nyro’s will as much as I did. This is dangerous—you’re playing with fire.”

“I know and I do not take it lightly. But after reading what she wrote in that scroll, I had to investigate further.”

“Investigate what?”

“She said that she’d foreseen more than one pathway to her return.”

“But you told me she was probably talking about there being more than one person who might discover what she’d left in Spanbrook.”

“Yes, but the more I thought about it, the more I worried that we might be missing something.” Syllith took a deep breath. “I’ve long suspected that one of the governors was experimenting with necromancy. And in so doing, they might seek to bring Nyro back.”

“You mentioned this back at Spanbrook,” said Khaldun. “But you told us that the rumors were untrue. You still suspect someone?”

Syllith opened her mouth to reply, but then thought better of it, shaking her head.

“Tell me who it is,” said Khaldun. “I can help you keep an eye on them.”

Syllith remained silent for a moment, and seemed to be debating something with herself. Finally, she said, “There were rumors, many years ago, that Semblant was collecting forbidden knowledge pertaining to necromancy. I worried that he might try raising Nyro. So, I tailed him.”

“But you didn’t catch him doing anything wrong,” Khaldun said.

“No. I let it go after that.”

“So, what’s roused your suspicions this time?”

Syllith took a deep breath. “Nyro. I took the artifact to the university intending to bring it straight to Vision to be destroyed. But her words were nagging at me, coupled with those old rumors. So, when I reached Enigma’s house, I opened the portal and interrogated Nyro. Of course, she tried to entice me to free her.”

“But you’re not a sorcerer. You can’t.”

“No, but she knew I was a governor. She tried to convince me to remove the protective barrier around the university.”

“To what end? She can’t escape Pytha…”

“No, but don’t forget, it’s almost certain that Dredmort would have used the first artifact to contact Nyro. They must be in league with each other somehow.”

“So, if she could get you to eliminate the barrier, then Henry’s forces could march right in and take one of the sorcerers,” Khaldun said.

“Yes, precisely.”

“But she must realize that you’d never turn traitor,” said Khaldun.

“Nyro promised me something in return if I vowed to help her. Reading my thoughts, she knew that I’d inherited magic from both of my parents. And that I always wished I could become a sorcerer. She even knew that Allure told me ages ago that I didn’t have the metamorphosis in me.”

“Then I don’t follow. What did she promise you?”

“She told me that once she was free, she could trigger my transformation.”

“But that’s impossible. She must be lying.”

“I would tend to agree. But it’s Nyro, so who knows? She achieved power far beyond any other mage in recorded history. Perhaps she could make me a sorcerer. Or, maybe she’s simply manipulating me. It hardly matters. I pretended to go along with it.”

“For what purpose?”

“To find out what else she’s got up her sleeve. And sure enough, she revealed some of the other pathways to freedom she foresaw. Nyro told me that there’s a traitor at the university. But she wouldn’t identify them. And she also divulged that there’s a cult working to liberate her from somewhere in Shifar. But she won’t tell me its location.”

“Why would she tell you all of that?”

“She didn’t at first—it was only after we’d spoken a few times. Like I said, I pretended to be considering her offer. It was an easy lie—I have always wanted to become a sorcerer. So, I told her that I’d go along with her if she included me in her plans. Nyro threatened me—she told me that she’s made contact with the traitor at the university, and that if I didn’t help her, they would. She claimed that that person is already in league with Henry. And she said that she’d reveal my identity to them if I refused her.

“So, I continued to play along. And I got her to tell me about the cult. She said they’re operating out of a place called the Temple of the Goddess, somewhere at the foot of the southern Anthars. But I think she sensed the lie in me. She told me I’d need to bring a sorcerer to the temple to liberate her, even there, but so far, refuses to divulge the exact location.”

“But maybe we could find it!” said Khaldun. “Surely Enigma can undo whatever work they’ve done to free her!”

“The southern Anthars stretch for thousands of miles,” Syllith told him. “It could take years to find the temple. But I know I’ve encountered a ‘Temple of the Goddess’ before in my research. I’ve been poring over my records but I can’t put my finger on it.”

Khaldun sat back in his chair and sighed. This was a lot to take in. A wave of dread washed over him and he felt a sense of panic bubbling up in his stomach.

“So, what do we do?”

“Exactly what I said to Salerna. I’ll fly to the watchtower and deliver the carpets. Enigma already supports ending our neutrality, and with this new information, we should be able to win over the other two.”

“Semblant and Sage have resisted opposing Henry openly?”

“So far, they have, yes. But I’m also going to consult with Enigma. Try to warn him about Semblant. There at the Pythan border, I worry what he might do.”

“Is he aware of the old rumors about him?”

“Oh, he knows about them, but he dismissed them out of hand. He trusts Semblant.”

“Will you tell him what you’ve learned from Nyro? About there being a traitor?”

Syllith let out a long sigh. “No.”

Khaldun was shocked. She would tell him all of this, but not Enigma? “Don’t you trust him? He’s the one working to repair the wards protecting Pytha. I can hardly believe he might be the traitor.”

“No, I’m certain it’s not him. It’s not that. The trouble is that he trusts the others too much. If I tell him about my conversations with Nyro—or about this artifact—then he’d probably share the information with Semblant. And I can’t risk that. If Semblant is the traitor, and he’s in contact with Nyro, then I’m sure she’d make good on her threat and order him to expose me as a traitor.”

“But you’re not! If you explain everything to the other governors⁠—”

“Explain that I used the artifact to communicate with Nyro instead of turning it over to Vision to be destroyed? Hah. They’ve already removed me from the council once. If they were to find out about this, they’d probably imprison me this time.

“No, we can’t tell anyone about the artifact. Once I’ve exhausted it as a resource, I will hand it over to Vision to be destroyed. In the meantime, I’ll go to the watchtower, and I need you to return to the university. Find Warhammer. Tell him what we learned from Salerna about Henry’s troops. He’s one of the ones I’ve been able to convince that we must terminate our neutrality and openly resist Henry.”

“Where would I find Warhammer?”

“He lives in the house directly behind Enigma’s, on the next lane. If he’s not there, you can check the big lecture hall in the right-end building at the front of the quad. That’s where he teaches. Otherwise, try the pasture out by the stables. He practices there at least once a day.”

“Practices what?”

“Warhammer’s not just his name. That’s the weapon he wields. He trains with it to keep his skills sharp.

“But also, you’ll need to take the artifact with you. I don’t want to bring it anywhere near Pytha. Return it to Enigma’s house before you go to Warhammer. There’s a hidden cavity in the bricks above the library fireplace. Put it in there and tuck it into the void.”

“All right,” Khaldun agreed with a nod.

“And before you go the university, I’d like you to take a look along the riverside in Stiles and Madison,” Syllith added. “Azure found the troops in Roses himself. But it would be best to corroborate what Salerna saw in the looking glass. The visions she sees aren’t always reliable.”

“What about Enigma?” asked Khaldun. “I thought he was able to see the future, too? He hasn’t foreseen Henry’s invasions?”

“All of the older sorcerers have prophetic visions from time to time. But it’s not typically something they can control. They usually come to them in dreams. It sounds like Nyro achieved more direct control of her visions.

“Enigma hasn’t seen anything about Henry’s invasions or a traitor at the university. But the things he foresees are usually events in which he has a direct hand.”

“So, he foresaw my assignment to Spanbrook because he was going to be the one who had to perform my rite of binding,” said Khaldun.

“Yes, exactly,” Syllith confirmed. “And Khaldun, remember what I said. Discuss this with no one else. Tell only Warhammer about Salerna’s information and reveal to no one what I’ve divulged to you here. Particularly Allure.”

“Allure? I thought you had Semblant pegged as the traitor?”

“He’s my chief suspect, yes. But… I don’t know. There’s something odd going on with Allure, too. She seems to know things that she shouldn’t. Perhaps she and Semblant are in league with each other. They are lovers, so that would make sense. I’ve raised my concerns about her with Enigma, but he assures me that she’s completely trustworthy. Sometimes I almost wonder if Enigma’s involved with her somehow, too…”

“You think they’re having an affair?”

Syllith chuckled. “No, nothing like that. Enigma’s free to take other lovers—we both are. He’d tell me about it if that were the case. But I get the feeling there’s something else going on. I’ve walked in on conversations between those two where they stopped talking the moment I arrived. But I’ve overheard little snippets…”

“But you’ve already said you don’t suspect him of being a traitor.”

“No, it’s not that. It seems like there might be another player involved somehow, operating behind the scenes. When I was a student, there was this story about an old necromancer who used to teach at the university in the days before the Pythan Empire. Her name was Shadow. Allegedly, she died, but kept teaching.”

“As a demon?” Khaldun asked with a grin.

“That was the story,” Syllith replied with a shrug. “Of course, I figured that was only a legend. But now, I wonder. Sometimes I get the sense that Allure and Semblant—and even Enigma, sometimes—are answering to someone else. Some higher power.”

Suddenly, Khaldun remembered something Jezebel had told him. “You know, Jezebel mentioned something strange about Allure. She said that when we went to the university looking for Enigma, she felt someone beckoning to her from the woods in the middle of the night. She went out there, and ran into Allure. But first, there was a glowing spark that turned into Allure.

“And then she said that the spark turned up again in Spanbrook, on Allison’s last night. But she said when it spoke to her, the voice wasn’t Allure’s. Could that have been Shadow?”

Syllith considered it for a moment, then rubbed her temples with both hands. “I don’t know. I just don’t know. But I think there are things going on that we don’t know about. And it’s impossible to know whom to trust. So, for now, let’s focus on the task at hand. I’ll go to the watchtower. You confirm Salerna’s suspicions, then alert Warhammer. I’ll return to the university as soon as I can and try to persuade the entire council that we must take action.”

Khaldun nodded. “Sounds like a plan.”

“Take care of that,” said Syllith, getting to her feet and nodding to the artifact, “and then I’ll remove our protections.”

With a wave of his hand, Khaldun tucked the pyramid into the void, but then said, “I wanted to ask you about one more thing.”

“What is it?”

“Jezebel’s witch, Gemma, reassigned her line of succession, so that if something happened to her, my bond wouldn’t pass to her seven-year-old sister.”

“That’s smart,” Syllith said with a nod.

“But it made me realize that someone could abduct Jezebel, perform that same spell to assign themselves as her heir, and then murder her. My bond would then pass to them.”

“Yes, but conjurnors are always rulers or university mages. Either way, they’re well protected.”

“That’s what Gemma said. But what about you and Enigma? You embedded yourself in the Darkhold, for God’s sake. If you hadn’t escaped, they could have used you to reassign Enigma’s bond to Henry.”

“I know. But Henry would want to control Enigma, not kill him—and they could never hope to capture Enigma. The university could have performed the full rite to reassign his bond.”

“It was still risky,” said Khaldun.

Syllith sighed, then pulled something out of her robes and placed it on the table. Looking closer, Khaldun saw that it was a small vial with a black powder inside. “What is that?”

“Poison. Four times the lethal dose. I had Enigma prepare it for me before I ever went to Fosland. If they had caught me, I would have taken it before Dredmort could force his potion down my throat. I would never allow Enigma’s bond to pass to them.”

Khaldun didn’t know how to respond.

“Keep that to yourself, please. I’ve never shared it with anyone else.”

He met her gaze and nodded. Syllith put the vial away, then canceled her protective spells. “I’ll see you at dinner, sorcerer,” she said before leaving his chambers.


Chapter 12
Lessons


Khaldun’s head was swimming with everything he’d learned from Syllith. It seemed like Nyro had possessed the foresight to spin an intricate web of deceit and potential escape routes centuries in advance. How could they hope to combat this? No matter what they did next, it almost felt like Nyro’s escape was inevitable.

Was there really a traitor at the university? Or was that merely a lie Nyro was using in her attempt to manipulate Syllith? And what about this mysterious Shadow? What role did she play in all of this?

Khaldun took a walk around Highgate City to try and clear his head, but still hadn’t managed to sort it out in his mind by the time he returned to the castle. He found Syllith in her chambers and walked down to dinner with her.

Salerna and her lover, Jennifer, were there, as well as her son, Prince Albert, his wife, Elsa, and their two children, and Azure. Salerna’s staff had pulled out all the stops, laying out an enormous feast for them, that included almost a dozen courses. Khaldun ate until he was stuffed, and then ate some more, washing it all down with many goblets of wine.

By the time the evening was over, Khaldun felt quite drunk. He walked back upstairs with Syllith and sat up late with her in her chambers, rehashing their earlier conversation. But in the end, it felt like they were talking in circles around the questions without coming closer to any answers.

Khaldun slept uneasily that night. He kept having dreams about Nyro rising again and conquering the entire continent. Syllith banged on his door at dawn to wake him up. Khaldun wished he could have slept a few more hours. But they both had work to do.

They joined Salerna and Jennifer for breakfast, then bade the princess farewell. Azure escorted them up to the keep’s roof. Khaldun and Syllith wished each other luck, then sat down on their carpets and launched into the air, Khaldun flying north, and Syllith southeast.

Khaldun followed the river the entire time. Azure had already found Henry’s hidden troops in Roses, so there was no need to go there. Khaldun passed high over the university, then made himself invisible as he went into a dive over Stiles.

Sure enough, once he’d reached lower altitudes, he sensed an invisibility spell hiding an enormous area near the river—a field large enough to accommodate an army. At each of the area’s four corners, he felt shield spells concealing figures who had to be wraiths. The spell muted it, but he still felt a sense of dread as he flew near them. The shields were similar to the one Syllith had taught him, but not identical. Azure was right: they felt like they were blocking sunlight instead of magic.

Khaldun flew directly over the riverside, and detected another invisibility spell north of the ferry landing. He didn’t know what it might be concealing, but there was no way they could get that entire army across the river by ferry. Khaldun suspected they probably had barges or temporary bridges ready to go.

Flying farther north, Khaldun sensed another massive invisibility spell covering a field near the bridge in southern Madison. And at three of the four corners, he felt the same shield spells he’d found in Stiles. There wasn’t one at the fourth corner, but they only had eleven wraiths. They had to be using a mage to assist at this location. Three armies—in Roses, Stiles, and Madison—each with invisibility spells concealing their activities.

Salerna was right.

Khaldun flew straight to the university at top speed. Landing in front of Enigma’s house, he rolled up the carpet and left it inside by the front door, then ran up the steps to the library. Sure enough, there was an illusion spell hiding a cavity in the bricks above the fireplace. Khaldun hadn’t sensed it when he was here with Jezebel; there must not have been an active spell in place at that time. Khaldun removed the pyramid from the void, then placed it in the opening and tucked it back into oblivion before restoring the illusion of a solid brick wall.

Heading back outside, he ran over to the house behind Enigma’s and knocked on the door a few times, but there was no answer. So, he hurried to the quad and went into the building at the eastern end. But the lecture hall was empty. Leaving the building, Khaldun headed out to the pastures behind the quad.

Sure enough, Warhammer was there, doing some sort of exercise routine with a massive, long-handled hammer. He was hitting various stances while spinning the weapon around him, striking invisible opponents with its huge head. Khaldun had never seen such a weapon before, but knew that it would probably shatter a man’s skull in one shot.

Khaldun strode into the pasture, not wanting to get too close. But Warhammer spotted him, and stopped what he was doing.

“Khaldun, is it?” he asked, walking over to him and hoisting the weapon over one shoulder.

“Yes, sir. Syllith sent me to find you.” He told him what they’d learned from Salerna, and what he’d seen for himself in Stiles and Madison. Warhammer listened intently, his expression grave. “Syllith wants to use this news to convince the rest of the governors that it’s time to take sides against Fosland.”

“It’s past time, I’m afraid,” Warhammer replied. “We need to declare war on that son of a bitch. We’ll need to call a council meeting right away. When is Syllith coming back?”

“Tomorrow, I believe. She was heading to the watchtower to consult with Enigma first.”

“They’ve got mirrors, don’t they?”

“I assume so, but she was delivering a couple of carpets, too. And I think she wanted to see him in person.”

Warhammer nodded. “It’ll take her the whole day to fly back here tomorrow. I’ll arrange to hold a council meeting the following morning. I’d like you to join us. Your firsthand testimony could help sway the others.”

“I’ll be there.”

Khaldun left the pasture. He wanted to contact Jezebel right away, but given the subject matter, had to make certain no one else could overhear. So, he hurried back to Enigma’s house. Once inside the library, he surrounded himself with protective spells to block sound and magical observation, then pulled out his mirror and contacted Jezebel.

It took a minute, but Jezebel’s face finally appeared in the glass. Khaldun told her what was going on with Henry and what Syllith had told him about Nyro.

“I’ve been gone too long already,” he concluded, “but I wanted to apprise you of the situation here before returning to Spanbrook.”

“No, no—you stay where you are,” she said, her voice full of concern. “Everything is fine here. We’ve had no further trouble from Reuben. My coronation went off without a hitch, and our other neighbors are on board with the plans for a mutual defense treaty and hiring the Eagle Company. So now, we’re just waiting for our messenger to return from southern Maeda, and then we’ll send an envoy to negotiate a contract with them. And in the meantime, Badrick’s already started raising our army.

“We’ve still got Gemma and Camilla, and I can assist, too, if anything happens that requires a magical response. And now that you’ve got a carpet, you could get here in no time if we need you. Stay there and assist in the fight against Henry. And keep me posted, please.”

“I will,” he assured her. “The horses we took are still here, but I shouldn’t need them now that I’ve got the carpet. If I tuck them into the void, I can fly them back to Spanbrook.”

“That would be terrific when you get a chance,” she replied. “But it’s certainly not urgent.”

They chatted for a few more minutes about Allison and Mira, and Jezebel told him that the healer had confirmed she was pregnant. Finally, Khaldun bade her farewell, then pocketed his mirror and canceled the protective spells.

It was getting late, so he headed over to the dorm to find Mira and see if she wanted to join him for dinner. But a moment later, he felt the mirror tingling his senses. He pulled it out, suspecting that Jezebel had something more she wanted to tell him, but instead, found Syllith staring back at him.

She told him that she’d reached the watchtower and asked how everything had gone on his end. He let her know what he’d found in Stiles and Madison and told her that Warhammer was arranging the council meeting. Once they’d said farewell, he pocketed the mirror and ran into Mira and Allison as they were exiting the dormitory building. They were already heading to the dining hall, so he accompanied them.

Mira told him that she’d had her first lesson with Allure. With the sorcerer’s help, she’d been able to expand her null to a diameter of more than forty feet. It was draining, so she wasn’t able to hold it for very long, but that was nearly twice as large as she’d been able to make it when they crossed the barrier. But she hadn’t been able to contract it any smaller than normal. Allure had also given her instruction in closing her channels of power, but Mira hadn’t had any success with that.

Khaldun told them that he’d be remaining at the university indefinitely to help with the unfolding conflict with Henry. They both questioned him about that, and he told them only about Fosland’s activities, without divulging anything he’d learned about Nyro or the other sorcerers. Mira was thrilled that he’d be staying, but anxious about the looming war.

After dinner, Khaldun went back to their room with them. Allison had procured a case of mead form somewhere, so the three of them sat up late drinking and chatting.

“You’re lucky,” Allison said to Khaldun. “Despite being bound to Jezebel, you get to come and go as you please.”

“Not exactly,” said Khaldun. “I’m only able to remain here with Her Highness’s permission. And she only allowed it because of everything going on here. Once the conflict with Henry is resolved, I’ll have no choice but to return to Spanbrook.”

Allison finished her mead and uncorked another bottle. “Still. I’m stuck here, and nobody will give me permission to visit Spanbrook. And I’m worthless as a mage. I can barely do magic at all.”

“At least you’ll learn in time,” Mira pointed out. “I’ll never be able to do magic, yet I’m still required to stay here, too.”

“Your magic may not be the same as everyone else’s, but your null makes you powerful—and valuable.” Allison took a long swig of her mead. “I would do anything to escape my bond and return to Spanbrook.”

“But that’s impossible,” Khaldun pointed out. “Your bond will hold unless your conjurnor and all her heirs die. That’s the only way out.”

Allison shrugged, but didn’t reply.

“You wouldn’t murder Dana, would you?” Mira said, looking aghast.

“No, of course not,” Allison replied quickly. “But it’s not right for them to keep us against our will like this. What about Nyro? She escaped her bond, didn’t she?”

“Not even she was powerful enough to do that,” said Khaldun. “She reversed it. But no other mage has ever figured out how to do that. It’s best to accept our lot; there’s no way to change it.”

“I’ll never accept it,” Allison insisted. “Do you know that I had no idea what the rite of binding would involve? Jezebel didn’t warn me before I left Spanbrook. It was Sage who finally told me that she’d have to kill me to tether my soul to Dana, then resurrect me. But that was only moments before she began the rite.”

“It’s barbaric,” Mira said, shaking her head. “At least Khaldun warned me about it ahead of time.”

“I’ll never forgive them for keeping me in the dark like that.”

“You can’t blame Jezebel,” said Khaldun. “You’d only just found out that they were taking you away from Spanbrook, and she couldn’t bear to add to your despair. The princess loves you more than anything.”

“She told me,” Allison replied. “And I’ve forgiven her, but never the governors.”

The conversation turned to more pleasant topics, but finally, they started growing sleepy, and Khaldun got up to leave. But Mira invited him to spend the night, and Allison didn’t object. So, once Allison had climbed into the top bunk, Khaldun removed his robes and got into bed with Mira.

They lay quietly, holding each other and kissing, until they thought Allison had drifted off, then they made love. But then Allison said, “I can hear you two down there.”

Mira and Khaldun froze for a moment, but then Mira broke down in a fit of giggles. “I’m sorry,” she said once she’d calmed down.

“I don’t mind. Just try to keep the moaning down. I’ve got an early class in the morning.”

Mira giggled again, but then did her best to stay quieter. They drifted off to sleep after that, and Allison had already left by the time they woke up.

But Mira had another lesson with Allure, so she had to hurry up and get ready. Khaldun asked if he could observe, and Mira said she was sure Allure wouldn’t mind. So, once she was ready, Khaldun left the dorm with her.

“Allison still seems pretty angry about being forced to come here,” Khaldun observed as they walked.

“Yes,” Mira agreed. “But it’s not only that. She’s still quite upset about what happened with Nomad and the demon.”

“The rape, you mean?”

“And the haunting. She has regular nightmares about it all. Only a couple of nights ago, she woke up from a dream screaming about a demon in the room. I’m worried about her, Khaldun.”

They reached the front of the quad to find Allure leaning against a tree across from the main administrative building. As they drew closer, Khaldun realized she was holding an apple and talking to herself—or to the apple. Then, she even chuckled to herself, as if she hadn’t noticed their arrival. Khaldun found himself growing concerned, but suddenly Allison appeared out of nowhere, standing directly in front of Allure, and startling Mira and him.

“Can you believe it?” Allison asked, jumping up and down with excitement. “Allure taught me the invisibility spell, and I can do it!”

Khaldun chuckled. “I should have realized you were here. It looked like Allure was talking to herself, so I didn’t notice the magic right there in front of her.”

“I do talk to myself now and then,” Allure said, shooting him a sultry look, “but not this time.”

“Wait, I thought you had a class this morning?” Mira asked Allison.

“I did, but when I got there, I found Allure waiting for me,” she said with a shrug. “She let the professor know she’d be training me privately today.”

“It was only her history of magic class,” Allure added. “Pure tedium. Anyway, we’re going to try one more thing before I let you go.” Allure held out the apple in one hand, then, waving her other hand above it, tucked it into oblivion. “Bring it back,” she said to Allison.

“But I don’t understand. Did you make it invisible?”

“You tell me. Did I?” Allure asked, locking eyes with Allison.

Allison reached out and touched Allure’s still-outstretched hand. “No. There’s nothing there. What did you do with it?”

“Reach out with your senses,” Allure told her. “Do you feel anything?”

Allison held her hand several inches above Allure’s, her brow furrowed in concentration. “Yes… Now that you mention it. It’s strange. I feel a tingling sensation.”

“That’s the magic. Now, focus on that, and bring the apple back.”

“Back from where? I don’t understand.”

“I’ve tucked it into the void. It’s right there in my hand, but not in our world. Think of it as hiding behind an invisible curtain. Reach inside and bring it back.”

Allison renewed her concentration, and suddenly, the apple reappeared in Allure’s hand. She squealed with delight.

“Very good,” Allure said, taking a bite of the apple and locking eyes with Khaldun.

“But I don’t understand,” said Mira. “She was telling me how much trouble she was having with the basic forces. How was she able to do this so fast?”

“Most people have to learn to walk before they run,” Allure said, “but Her Former Highness isn’t like most people. She transformed without ever having done magic before. I had a feeling that perhaps the magical force would come easier to her. It would seem that I was right.” She took another bite of her apple.

“Before you finish that, can I try moving it back into the void?” asked Allison.

Allure held out the apple in her hand again and said, “Go ahead.”

Allison focused for a moment, then held her hand over Allure’s. The apple vanished and Allison beamed around at them.

“That’s quite impressive,” said Mira.

“And now you need to practice as much as you can,” said Allure, bringing the apple back once more. “Use the invisibility spell on yourself and objects around you and move things in and out of the void. Doing it as often as you can will help build your power. But now it’s time for Mira’s lesson.”

“Thank you,” said Allison. “I promise I’ll practice!” She bade farewell to Mira and Khaldun, then departed.

Allure spent the next twenty minutes helping Mira grow her null larger. She positioned herself about twenty feet away and called a small flame in the palm of one hand. Then she instructed Mira to put it out by expanding her null. Mira was able to do it immediately. Allure moved farther away, and then they repeated the exercise. But once Allure moved more than fifty feet away, Mira was not able to grow her null large enough.

“I just can’t make it that big,” she said, sighing in frustration after her third attempt.

“You’re still making great progress,” Allure assured her as she walked back to her. “You’ve increased your null to about a hundred feet in diameter after only a couple of practice sessions. Keep working on it, and you’ll be nullifying entire battlefields in no time.”

“That could come in quite handy,” Khaldun said with a grin.

“Sure would,” Allure agreed. “But we should try closing your channels of power again.”

“I practiced what you taught me, but I couldn’t get it to work,” Mira told her.

“It’s going to be tough for you,” Allure replied. “And unfortunately, it’s probably going to be a waste of time.”

“Why?” asked Khaldun.

“The only reason for her to do this is the rite of binding,” said Allure. “And I don’t believe it’s going to help with that.”

“No? Syllith seems pretty convinced that it will.”

“As do most of the others. But I’m not so sure. The thing is, closing her channels of power most likely will stop her null from extending into the world around her. But she was impervious to magic even before her transformation, and I don’t see how closing her channels would change that.”

“Syllith mentioned that most sorcerers can close their channels,” said Khaldun. “Is that true?”

“As far as I know,” said Allure. “I haven’t taken a survey or anything, but all the sorcerers I know can do it.”

“What purpose does it serve for the rest of us?”

“It’s not terribly useful, to be honest. Primarily it would be helpful in preventing demonic possession. The demon can’t enter your body if your channels are closed. But you also can’t do magic that way. So, I guess if you ever found yourself surrounded by demons, it might be a good skill to have. But otherwise…” She finished with a shrug.

“Can a demon possess me?” asked Mira. “Or would my null prevent that?”

“That’s a good question, and I’m afraid I can’t say for sure,” said Allure. “But demons use magic just like we do. They need it to pass between the spectral plane and our world and to possess or exit a human body. Which means they should not be able to do any of those things inside your null.”

“So, a demon wouldn’t be able to possess me or anyone else inside my null?” asked Mira.

“I believe that must be the case,” Allure confirmed.

“But if a demon moved into her null, it would be stuck in our world until it left again?” asked Khaldun. “And if it had possessed someone, it would be stuck in that body as long as it was inside her null?”

“Yes,” Allure replied. “But don’t forget, this is all hypothetical. No magical null has ever transformed into a sorcerer before. So, I can only tell you what magical theory says would happen. Unless Mira tests any of this, it’s impossible to be certain.”

“So, there’s no need for Mira wear a ring like this,” Khaldun observed, holding up his hand to show his. He’d inherited it from Nomad, and knew that it helped protect him from demonic possession.

“I would think not,” Allure replied. “A sorcerer’s power shines like a beacon in the spirit realm and attracts demons like moths to a flame. The rings hide that light. But without a normal sorcerer’s power, she’s already invisible to them.”

“Thank the stars,” Mira muttered. “But my null would prevent it from possessing me regardless.”

Allure nodded.

“Could you teach me to close my channels of power?” Khaldun asked Allure.

“Sure. It’ll probably take a while to get it, though. Go ahead and call fire.” Khaldun held out his hand and produced a small flame. “Now I want you to focus on the power flowing through your body and into that spell. Can you feel it?”

Khaldun focused for a moment. At first, he couldn’t sense anything. But then, he noticed a slight tingling feeling—it was the same sensation he’d felt when detecting the hidden cavity in the wall back in Spanbrook, only it was moving through his body. “Yes, I think I do.”

“Good. Now, I want you to imagine that it’s like breathing. Except that instead of the air moving in and out of your lungs, it’s a constant flow of power from your body into the flame.”

Khaldun nodded. “All right.”

“Closing your channels of power will be like holding your breath. Just arrest the flow.”

Khaldun focused on the sensation of energy moving through him and willed it to stop. The flame disappeared.

“Was that it?” he asked.

“Only you can answer that,” said Allure. “Did you simply put out the flame, like you normally would, or did you close your channels?”

“I think I closed them,” he replied uncertainly.

“Try this. Focus on keeping the flow of power at a standstill, but then call a flame at the same time.”

Khaldun tried it. He kept the energy still within his body while trying to call fire again. Nothing happened. “I’m pretty sure I’ve got it!”

Allure nodded appreciatively. “That was fast. Most sorcerers take a few weeks to get that down.”

“This is so unfair,” Mira said with a grin. “Why can’t I learn to do this so easily?”

“Because you can’t do magic,” said Allure. “The exercise I just taught Khaldun is the way every sorcerer learns to do this. But you don’t have any power flowing through your channels in the first place, so there’s nothing to focus on.”

“What if she tries shrinking her null instead of growing it?” Khaldun asked. “If she shrinks it down to nothing, then maybe that would close her channels.”

“That’s what I was thinking, but we tried that yesterday and it didn’t work,” Allure said with a shrug.

“Here’s what I don’t understand,” said Mira. “You said that there isn’t any power flowing through me, but that doesn’t sound right. Before my transformation, I was still able to cancel other people’s magic. And to do that, I had to cast a spell of my own, but it was always cancelation. So, doesn’t that mean I was projecting something into the world around me?”

Allure frowned in concentration. “I guess you’re probably right. It’s difficult because none of us have ever experienced this before. But yes, I suppose you could say your power is there, but it’s the opposite of what other mages possess. They’re casting light while you’re projecting shadow.”

“All right, so maybe we’ve been going about this the wrong way,” Mira suggested. “What if instead of using my null, I cancel a spell the normal way. Whether the power is positive or negative, I should still be able to feel it moving through my channels, right?”

Allure nodded. “You might be on to something. Khaldun, I want you to call an enormous tower of flame. Mira’s going to cancel it, but I want you to continue pouring energy into the spell. Mira, you’re going to put out the fire, but you’re going to keep doing it and try to sense the energy flowing through your body. Are you ready?” They both nodded. “Do it.”

Khaldun held out one hand and called fire, creating a towering inferno. Mira canceled it, but the flames erupted back to life moments later. Mira put it out again, this time holding out her hand and prolonging her spell. Khaldun kept channeling energy into the spell, but couldn’t get the fire to return.

“Good, that’s it,” said Allure. “Now, Mira, can you feel anything?”

“Yes,” she said, her brow furrowed in concentration. “There’s a tingling sensation moving through me.”

“Focus on that and try to stop the flow,” Allure told her.

Mira grunted with the effort, and suddenly Khaldun’s inferno reignited.

“Now hold it,” said Allure. She moved to Mira’s side, right up against her, and held out one hand. A small flame sprang to life in her palm. “You did it! Your null is gone!”

Mira lost her focus, and Allure’s spell disappeared.

“That was it?” she asked. “I closed my channels of power?”

“I’m pretty sure you did,” Allure said. “But now we need to determine if magic works on you in that state. Let’s try it again, exactly the same way. But Mira, I want you to hold it as long as you can this time. And Khaldun, if you see my flame when I’m standing right next to her again, I want you to try hitting her with a simple spell. Try calling air and see if you can lift her off the ground.”

They repeated the exercise. Khaldun created another pillar of flame, and Mira canceled it. The two of them continued pouring power into their spells, until Mira closed her channels again. Allure pressed herself against her and called a flame.

“Now, Khaldun,” she said.

Khaldun called air and tried to lift Mira off the ground. Nothing happened. He tried again, but Mira didn’t move. He cast the spell on Allure instead, and she floated a few feet into the air.

“I can’t do it,” he said, returning Allure to the earth. “The spell wouldn’t work on her.”

“As I suspected,” Allure replied with a grin. “That’s it, my lady. No binding for you.”

Khaldun felt his heart soar. Maybe this meant they’d let Mira return with him to Spanbrook…

Mira smiled from ear to ear. “So, magic doesn’t work on me, regardless of whether my channels of power are closed or not?”

“That would seem to be the case,” said Allure. “And now we can stop wasting our time on this silliness. I’ll let the others know in our council meeting tomorrow.”


Chapter 13
The Council


Allure wrapped up Mira’s lesson for the day. But they realized that a crowd of students had gathered to watch them work.

“Show’s over, boys and girls,” Allure told them as she went on her way. “Get back to class.”

Mira wanted to practice more, but not in front of everyone. So, Khaldun took her to the pastures behind the quad. They spent a couple of hours working on Mira’s newfound abilities. She was able to expand her null to over two hundred feet in diameter and managed to close her channels of power repeatedly. She couldn’t keep them closed very long—only a few seconds at a time. But by the time they were done, she could close them at will, without having to cast an active cancellation spell to do it.

They were both famished, so they went to the dining hall for lunch. It was crowded, but they found a couple of empty seats at the end of one table.

“This is so exciting,” Mira said as they sat down. “If they can’t bind me, then there’s no reason for them to keep me here—Dredmort wouldn’t be able to bind me, either. So, I should be able to return to Spanbrook with you!”

“My thought exactly,” Khaldun said with a grin. “But let’s not get our hopes up just yet. They’ll still want to prevent you from falling into Henry’s hands. You’re a powerful sorcerer—now more than ever—and I’m sure Dredmort could think of other ways to force you into service, even though you can’t be bound.”

“But that’s the thing—I’d be far safer in Spanbrook at this point. Fosland might have the university surrounded soon. But it’ll take him ages to conquer the rest of Maeda. And he’s sure to do that before going after Dorshire.”

“That’s a fair point,” Khaldun acknowledged. “We’ll have to see what the governors say tomorrow.”

After lunch, Khaldun tried contacting Syllith with his mirror, but couldn’t reach her. He figured she was probably on her way back from the watchtower and would need her full concentration to fly her carpet. He went to Mira’s dorm with her, and they found Allison and Dana in the room. The four of them chatted for a while, but then Khaldun felt someone reaching out to him through the mirror. He excused himself, then moved into the corridor to find Syllith’s face in the glass.

“I felt you trying to contact me,” she said. “Is everything all right?”

“Yes, I was just checking in.”

“I’m on my way; I’m about halfway across the Forsaken Hills. I stopped to get some rest, but I should be there tonight. Meet me at Enigma’s. I’ve got some things to discuss with you.”

“Will do. Safe travels.”

After dinner, Khaldun let Mira know he’d be staying at Enigma’s that night. So, he kissed her goodnight, and she headed back to the dorm with Allison. Khaldun retired to the mansion, and sat down in the library to read a book. But he must have drifted off, because he started awake to find Syllith grinning down at him.

“What time is it,” he asked with a groan, sitting up in the chair and rubbing the sleep out of his eyes. Syllith had lit a couple of oil lamps to provide some light.

“Almost midnight,” she said, sitting in the adjacent chair and yawning. “That trip was exhausting, but I wanted to make sure I was here for the council meeting tomorrow.”

“How did it go at the watchtower?”

“About as expected,” she said with a sigh. “I told the three of them about Fosland’s military activities, and they agreed that it’s time to take sides.”

“All of them? Even Semblant?”

“Yes,” she said with a shrug.

“I would think if he were the traitor, he’d push for maintaining neutrality. Make things as easy for Henry as possible.”

“Perhaps. But I think the situation has grown so dire that none of the governors could reasonably defend that position anymore.”

“Maybe it would have been best not to reveal the news to him. Semblant could tell Henry that we’re on to him.”

“No, Semblant’s still a governor. Unless we can prove treason, then we have no right to keep the information from him. In any event, the three of them signed a declaration supporting open resistance to Fosland. I’ll present that to the council tomorrow, since they won’t be there in person.”

“Did you get a chance to discuss your concerns about Semblant with Enigma?”

“I did. We spoke privately when the other two were out working on the wards. And Enigma once again dismissed my warnings out of hand. I’m more convinced than ever that he’s hiding something from me. He’s the most intelligent and perceptive person I know, yet he refuses to consider the possibility that Semblant is up to no good.”

This gave Khaldun an uneasy feeling. “Listen, I don’t know Enigma nearly as well as you do… but how can you be so certain he’s trustworthy? I mean, as grateful as I am that he bound me to Aldo, even though the council never would have permitted it, that shows a certain moral flexibility, doesn’t it?”

Syllith shook her head. “No. He foresaw Myrddin’s downfall. The council would have approved your assignment there if they had that information. Without question. Your presence in Spanbrook is critical to maintaining stability in that region.

“But not only that, consider the work he’s doing at the watchtowers. If he wanted to liberate Nyro, why would he be going to such lengths to reinforce the wards?”

“Are you sure that’s what he’s doing? He could be helping weaken them and we’d have no way to know it.”

“I was there. Watching them work. I was concerned about Semblant, not Enigma, but all three of them were strengthening the protections. Patching weak spots. And moreover, Enigma helped me destroy some of the lesser demons.

“No, Enigma has no interest in freeing Nyro. I can assure you of that. There’s something else going on.”

“I’ll have to take your word for it, then,” he said with a nod. “Like I said, you know him far better than I do.”

“Oh, I almost forgot,” she replied, getting to her feet. “Come with me.”

Syllith led him down to the basement. It was dark, but she held out her staff and called fire, lighting several oil lamps around the perimeter. Then, with a wave of her hand, a desk and several bookcases appeared out of nowhere. They were empty, but with her next spell, she brought their contents back from the void: dozens upon dozens of books and scrolls on the shelves and stacks of documents on the desk.

“What’s all this?” Khaldun asked.

“My research,” said Syllith, moving to one of the bookcases. After riffling through several journals for a few minutes, she moved to the next bookcase. Finally, she found what she was looking for and brought the volume to the desk. Sitting down in her chair, she scanned the pages, finally stopping at an entry near the end. “Aha!”

“What is it?”

“Remember when I told you that I’d heard about a Temple of the Goddess before?” Khaldun nodded. “It was gnawing at me, but I finally recalled where it was on my way here. There’s a group of monks who run a temple in Ulster. They practice Ohlam, which is the ancient religion practiced on most of the continent prior to Nyro’s reign.”

“I know that place,” said Khaldun. “Nyro wiped out their religion, right? But those monks are trying to bring about a revival. We ran into them when we were trying to take the first artifact to the university. They took it from us and tried to use it to open a portal for one of their gods!”

“That’s the place,” Syllith said with a knowing grin. “I found them when I was trying to track down one of the lesser Pythan demons. It ended up being a dead end. But in my conversation with their leader, he told me about a group that broke away from them to establish their own sect. They formed a cult that worships Nyro. And they went to Shifar to establish a new temple devoted to her.”

“Called the Temple of the Goddess, I assume?” said Khaldun. Syllith nodded. “You know, their leader told us that Nyro cast their gods out of heaven.”

“Yes, and according to the cult, Nyro must be the true god if she could cast the old ones out like that. Blasphemy to the monks who still practice Ohlam, of course.”

“That’s both fascinating and terrifying, but how does it help us?”

“Their high priest knows the exact location of the Temple of the Goddess. He told me he’s got a map in case he ever needs to go there. I didn’t think anything of it at the time—just a bunch of fanatics, right? But now we need that map!”

“That place is in Ulster. It’s part of Henry’s territory, now. Good luck getting there.”

“I have no choice,” she said with a sigh. “Based on what Nyro’s told me, the monks in Shifar are working on a way to liberate her. At the very least, I need to see it for myself. Hopefully, Nyro’s lying, and we won’t have to worry about it. But we can’t leave it to chance.”

“When do we leave?” Khaldun asked with a grin.

“We don’t. I can handle this myself. And it’ll have to wait a little while. Assuming all the governors are on board with opposing Henry, then it’s going to fall to you and me to ferry some of the other sorcerers to the princedoms. Once that’s done, then I’ll head to Ulster.”

They retired for the night. Khaldun woke at dawn and ate breakfast in the dining room with Syllith. When it was time, they headed over to the main administrative building for the council meeting.

Unlike last time, the governors all sat around a large conference table in the middle of the room. Khaldun took a seat next to Syllith. Once everyone was ready, Madeline called the meeting to order and nodded to Allure. She apprised the others of Mira’s breakthrough, and explained that it would be impossible to bind her.

“Perhaps she simply needs more practice,” one of the wizards suggested.

“I don’t think so,” said Allure. “The girl’s channels of power were closed, yet magic still didn’t work on her. No matter how much or how little she practices, closed is closed. The key is to remember that magic didn’t work on her prior to her metamorphosis, either. She can stop her null from extending into the world around her, but there’s no way to make magic work on her.”

“But if she practices—” the same wizard said, but Khaldun cut him off.

“We did practice, my lord. For two hours after the lesson with Allure. Mira can close her channels of power at will now. But I could not get any magic to work on her.”

“Well, that settles the matter,” said Vision. “But it changes nothing. The girl must still remain here. Our charter grants us sole jurisdiction over every sorcerer and necromancer in Anoria. The girl’s unique situation does not change that. And we cannot risk her falling into Henry’s hands—now more than ever, I should think. She can’t be bound by anyone, us or Dredmort, but I daresay Henry would find other ways to compel her into service.”

Even though Khaldun had made this same argument to Mira the previous day, his heart still sunk hearing Vision make it.

“I’m not sure I agree,” said Warhammer. “At this point, it might be safer to send her back to Spanbrook. Henry’s nearly got us surrounded. This Mira is the only unbound sorcerer we have here. And the bastard knows about her already, from what I understand. If he manages to infiltrate our borders, he’s sure to grab her.”

“The problem is that there is no longer a safe route to Spanbrook,” Syllith pointed out. “Because of her null, we can’t fly her out. And she traveled through Madison on the way here, but Henry has since sacked that princedom.”

“We could take her farther north,” Warhammer suggested. “Cross the Mayne into Telbana and head west from there. Or, hell, take her to Northcoast and sail to Rockport. Then to Spanbrook by barge.”

“I’m afraid we have no one to spare for such a lengthy journey. But this does bring us to the next matter,” said Madeline. “Syllith?”

She told them about Henry’s armies gathered on the western shores of the River Mayne in Roses, Stiles, and Madison. And about the spells the wraiths were using to operate in daylight and hide the armies.

“Fellow governors, we must declare war against Fosland. There is precedent for this action. Whenever a princedom has attacked our sacred institution, we have cast aside our neutrality and openly opposed them to defend ourselves. Right now, as we speak, Henry is preparing to mount an invasion of the eastern shore of the Mayne. If Greenfield, Arthos, and Strom fall, then he will have us surrounded. We must act.”

She placed a scroll on the table and slid it over to Madeline, who unrolled and examined it.

“I have apprised Enigma, Sage, and Semblant of the situation,” Syllith continued, “and they have signed this declaration supporting whatever action against Fosland we deem necessary and appropriate. We must dispatch sorcerers to Greenfield, Arthos, and Strom as soon as possible. Princess Salerna has already sent military aid to Strom.”

“But if we know where Henry’s armies are now, why not attack them first?” asked one of the witches. “Why wait until they attack?”

“What purpose do you think that would serve?” Warhammer demanded.

“We could diminish their numbers. We would have the element of surprise, would we not? I would think that working together, our sorcerers should be able to inflict significant damage.”

“You forget that Fosland has many mages in addition to their wraiths. Undoubtedly, they’re bringing every witch and wizard in their service to bear. And once we attack, there will be no reason for the wraiths to keep their invisibility spells in place. Whoever we send would be facing at least three or four mages in addition to the wraiths—not to mention an army. We have no military force of our own. So, I’m not sure how much damage we’d be able to do. They would overwhelm us through sheer force of numbers.

“And if we attack, we would lose that element of surprise. Doing so would almost certainly move up the timeline of their invasion. Instead, we should use the extra time their ignorance affords us to send our mages to the three territories in question. There may not be much Arthos can do—a city that large and sprawling is almost indefensible. But the castles in Greenfield and Strom should raise the largest fighting forces they can, stockpile their supplies in preparation for a siege, and brace for the attack.”

“I agree,” said Vision. “Harassing their armies now gains us next to nothing, but could cost us dearly. Warhammer’s plan is the best one.”

Madeline called for a vote. The governors unanimously supported openly resisting Henry. And they agreed to Warhammer’s plan.

“We must also be careful not to leave the university undefended,” Warhammer pointed out. “These invasions could represent nothing but a distraction. If we send every fully qualified sorcerer to battle, Henry could use the opportunity to infiltrate us here.”

Several of the others voiced their agreement.

“I have conferred with Warhammer, Vision, and Allure in advance of our meeting,” Madeline told them. “And we suggest the following assignments. Enigma, Sage, and Semblant will remain on the Pythan border to continue their important work there. We will keep Warhammer and Allure here to protect the university, along with the trainee sorcerers, Khaldun, Allison, and Mira.”

Syllith shot Khaldun a meaningful look at those words. But he didn’t know what she found significant.

“Battleaxe and Cyclone will go to Arthos,” Madeline continued. “It is our hope that with her military training, Battleaxe will be able to confer with the city rulers and find some way to repel Fosland’s forces, despite the lack of a city wall or castle. Vision and Mist will travel to Greenfield. And we will send Spring and Intuit to the aid of Strom.

“We will also be sending a complement of wizards and witches, three to each location, which represents fully half of our regular mages, excluding students. Finally, we must ask Syllith and Khaldun to provide our people with transport using their carpets.”

“Of course,” Syllith replied with a nod.

“Thank you,” said Madeline. “We will notify our personnel of their assignments, and give them the rest of the day to prepare. In addition, Vision will prepare mirrors for all three of the remote teams so they can keep us apprised of developments as they unfold. If the situation calls for it, we can relocate people as necessary. Governor Syllith, can we begin transport tomorrow morning?”

“Yes,” she replied.

“Very well. Are there any questions?”

No one had any, so Madeline adjourned the meeting. Syllith leaned over to whisper in Khaldun’s ear. “Meet me back at Enigma’s. I just need to have a quick word with Warhammer.”

Khaldun nodded as everyone rose from their seats and started moving out of the room. He left the building and returned to the mansion. Syllith arrived twenty minutes later. She made tea, then the two of them sat down at the dining room table.

“So, what’s going on?” asked Khaldun.

“Allure should be going to Greenfield, not Vision,” she told him. “The governors approved a plan for this situation ages ago. And we decided then that Warhammer and Vision should be the ones to remain here, no matter what. Vision because of his peculiar abilities. He’d be able to see any attack from afar, and warn us immediately. And Warhammer because of his military acumen.”

“What changed, then?”

“Allure refused to leave.”

“Why?”

“She wouldn’t give a reason. But we wanted to send two sorcerers to each location, so Vision volunteered to go in her place. Was Allure’s account of Mira’s progress accurate?”

“Yes, completely,” he replied. “We went to meet her for Mira’s lesson, and Allure was working with Allison⁠—”

“With Allison? On what?”

“Calling the magical force. She can cast invisibility spells now, and move objects in and out of the void. Allure said that normally, new mages would work on the four basic forces first, but because Allison never did magic before her transformation that it might work differently for her.”

Syllith considered his words for a moment.

“There’s nothing wrong with that, is there?” he asked. “I always favored the magical force when I was a wizard. Illusions in particular.”

“No, I don’t think it’s a problem,” she replied. “I’m just curious what prompted her to do that. The council discussed her training when she arrived, and we all agreed it would be best for her to start like the normal mages. Had Allison had much interaction with Allure prior to this?”

“Not that I know of,” Khaldun said with a shrug.

“Well, never mind that, then,” Syllith said, shaking her head. “It’s probably nothing. Let’s discuss our plan for tomorrow morning. Just to play it safe, I think we should travel together. Highgate is already sending aid to Strom, so we should hit the other two first. We can stop at Arthos to unload your passengers, then fly together to Greenfield and drop off mine. Then we can return here, pick up the rest, and travel to Strom.”

“That works,” Khaldun said with a nod.

“Have you ever flown six people before?” she asked.

“No, but I flew Jezebel, Enigma, and a bunch of gear around a giant caldera when I first learned to fly. I don’t think I’ll have any trouble.”

“Good enough.”

“So, tell me about those other sorcerers,” said Khaldun. “Battleaxe, Mist, Cyclone… and who were the other two?”

“Spring and Intuit. Well, Battleaxe is Warhammer’s protégé. Bastion-trained—she was the first woman ever admitted. She fights with a pair of battle axes, as you might have guessed.

“Mist possesses an ability I’d never even heard of before. She’s able to transform⁠—”

“Wait, let me guess,” Khaldun said with a grin. “Into mist?”

Syllith chuckled. “Yes! But she can reconstitute her body anywhere the mist reaches. I’ve seen her transform on one side of a battlefield, only to retake her human form all the way on the other side.”

“Impressive,” Khaldun said appreciatively. “That could be super useful in battle.”

“And I’ll let you figure out Cyclone’s special skill.”

“Throwing tornadoes, I assume?”

“It’s more than that, though. She is the one who taught me how to call a twister. But she possesses uncanny control of the weather. I’ve seen her bring down violent hail and hurl lightning bolts at multiple enemies at once.”

“That should come in handy in Arthos,” Khaldun replied.

“Indeed. She’s also the only university sorcerer we have from Kong. Anyway, Spring can run fast and jump far. He and Mist like to practice together, chasing each other across the pastures. And Intuit possesses mindreading abilities similar to Allure’s. But while Allure can sense what drives a person, and their magical potential, Intuit has a knack for reading people’s intentions and detecting the truth or lies in their words.”

“What’s his range?” he asked. “Can he sense an enemy’s plans from across the battlefield?”

“I don’t think so. As far as I know, both Allure and Intuit have to be standing pretty close to someone to read them.”

“That could still be useful. If he could go invisible and infiltrate an enemy camp, he could sense the commander’s battle plan before the fighting even starts.”

“Yes, exactly,” Syllith agreed. “But listen. Once we’re done transporting everyone, I’m going to head down to the Ohlam temple in Ulster. See if I can get the location of that place in Shifar.”

“I still think you should take me with you,” said Khaldun.

“No, not a chance. After what happened this morning, I need you here more than ever.”

“What? Why?”

“To keep an eye on Allure while I’m gone.”


Chapter 14
Travels


When he was done with Syllith, Khaldun went out to the stables and moved the two horses they’d brought here into the void, tethering them to himself. He flew them out to Spanbrook, returning them to the castle. Once he’d checked in with Jezebel, he returned to the university. That night, he stayed with Mira. He woke at dawn and tried slipping out of bed without disturbing her, but she awakened anyway.

“Be careful out there,” she said. “I want you back in one piece.”

“I’ll be all right,” he assured her. They kissed, and then he headed outside.

Reaching the front of the quad, Khaldun found everyone else there already. Except for the ones at the watchtower, all the governors had turned up, in addition to everyone flying to their remote assignments. More than two dozen mages all told, more than Khaldun had ever seen gathered in one place before.

Madeline called the group to attention. “I believe everyone’s here. Those of you going to Arthos and Greenfield will be departing momentarily. Governor Syllith and Khaldun will return for those headed to Strom.

“One representative from each delegation has a mirror that is linked with Vision’s. He will be monitoring our enemies’ activities from afar, and will keep the rest of us apprised.” She gazed around at them for a moment, then said, “Godspeed to us all.”

Khaldun unfurled his carpet on the ground, as Syllith did the same nearby, and his passengers gathered around, most of them casting apprehensive glances at the carpet. Khaldun wondered how many had flown before.

“You’re Khaldun?” one of the sorcerers asked him. Taller and slimmer than Warhammer, she was holding a battle axe over each shoulder. She wore tight-fitting clothing; Khaldun suspected this was to make sure it stayed out of the way of her weapons. But it also showed off her bulging muscles, which were just as big as her mentor’s.

“You must be Battleaxe,” he said.

“Well spotted,” she replied with a grin. She tucked her weapons into the void, then shook his hand. “And this is Cyclone.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Khaldun said, shaking her hand. Cyclone was nearly as tall as Khaldun, with long, black hair, and black robes. She only nodded in reply.

Battleaxe introduced the two wizards and one witch who would be joining them, then Khaldun positioned them all on the carpet—himself and Cyclone at the front corners, the two wizards behind them on the centerline, and Battleaxe and the witch at the rear corners. He explained briefly that he’d be calling spells to ground them to the carpet and block the wind, but that they should try to remain as still as possible.

Syllith had just lifted off with her group, so Khaldun took his seat and launched them into the air. He heard one of the wizards scream from behind as they shot into the sky. Khaldun raced ahead to catch up with Syllith, and took a position by her right flank. The sorcerer sitting in the middle turned toward him, an expression of horror on her face. Khaldun knew it had to be Mist. She looked almost as small as Azure, and her head was shaved clean. He had a feeling she’d never flown before.

Once they’d passed through the barrier, Syllith shot him a mischievous grin before shooting ahead. Khaldun caught her with ease, flying far ahead. But then he slowed down and they stuck close together the rest of the way to Arthos, staying east of the Mayne far below. They flew one circle around the city’s perimeter, and Khaldun spotted their army gathered in a field to the north.

Syllith took them into the heart of the city, landing in the center square. The crowd had noticed their arrival and cleared the area below them, but moved in closer again once they’d touched down.

Syllith got to her feet and called out, “We’re here from the university. Could someone please alert the city leaders?”

But just then, Khaldun spotted a group of people in black robes pushing their way through the crowd. They reached the mages, and one of them approached Syllith, saying, “I am Councilman Andrews from the city assembly. These are my colleagues,” he added, indicating the rest of his group. There were nine of them total; Khaldun spotted two of them carrying staffs, and one with a wand. The rest did not appear to be mages. “How can we help you?”

“My name is Syllith, from the university’s board of governors. We are here to warn you that Fosland has amassed an army across the Mayne from here, and we believe they are preparing to invade Arthos.”

“We’ve suspected as much,” Andrews replied. “We’ve kept sentries posted along the river’s edge ever since Henry sacked Stiles. They’ve reported unusual activity across the Mayne in recent days, so we have been preparing for an attack.”

“We’ve brought mages to aid in the defense of the city.” She introduced Battleaxe, Cyclone, and the others Khaldun had transported. “Battleaxe trained at the Bastion before going to the university. She will be leading our delegation here and should coordinate with your commanders.”

Andrews gazed around at the crowd and said, “Very well. Perhaps we can discuss this further in our council chambers?”

“Yes, of course,” Syllith replied with a nod. “The rest of you, wait here,” she added, as she and Battleaxe headed off with the city leaders. The rest of the mages got up to stretch their legs. Some of the onlookers dispersed, but a small group remained, gawking at the newcomers.

“So, you’re Khaldun,” Mist said, coming over to greet him. “I’m Mist. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

Khaldun shook her hand. It turned out that she was a little taller than Azure, but not much. “How so?”

“Allure told me about your journey to the watchtower. Crazy that Enigma did your binding right then and there. I don’t think I’ve ever heard of them doing that before.”

“Yes, I guess he’d foreseen that I’d be needed in Spanbrook,” he said with a shrug. “Syllith was telling me about your special talent… Would it be rude to ask for a demonstration?”

“Not at all,” she said with a grin. Holding her arms up over her head, Mist’s body seemed to evaporate before his eyes, blowing away like smoke on the wind. But in moments, a dense fog filled the city square. Passersby seemed alarmed by the sudden change, and hurried on their way. The area around the mages thinned out, but Khaldun couldn’t see much farther than that. But suddenly, the fog lifted, and he spotted Mist approaching from across the square.

“I’ve never seen anything like that,” he said when she returned. “Do you think I could learn to do it?”

“Probably not,” she said with a shrug. “I’ve tried teaching a few of the others, but I’m not even sure how it works. It just happened the first time, not long after I was bound.”

“That must have been terrifying…”

“You’re telling me? I would’ve shat my pants if I’d been wearing any. Took a few minutes to figure out how to put my body back together. Allure encouraged me to try it again when I told her about it, but I was scared to death. But she worked with me after that, and helped me develop my skills. Now it’s second nature.”

They chatted for a couple of minutes, but then Syllith returned. Vision and two of the remaining mages stayed with her, but Mist and the last mage rode with Khaldun this time. Khaldun didn’t know the way, so Syllith took the lead. They followed one of the Mayne’s many tributaries, flying through a lush valley that extended deep into the Forsaken Hills.

Greenfield was much farther away than Arthos, so it took them longer to get there. But finally, Khaldun spotted the castle nestled in the trees on the saddle point between two peaks. Syllith landed on the keep’s roof, and Khaldun set down right next to her. But as they got to their feet, several guards emerged from the nearest tower, rushing toward them and brandishing swords. Khaldun spotted a robed man with a staff waiting by the tower.

“Hardly the greeting I’ve come to expect, Phineas,” Syllith called out, staring beyond the soldiers.

The mage approached them, ordering the soldiers to stand down. “My apologies, lady governor. We’ve heard rumors of war, and thought this might be an attack.”

Syllith hugged him when he reached her. “It’s good to see you. How long has it been?”

“More than a decade since we last met at the university, my lady,” he said, “though you don’t seem to have aged a day.”

“You’re too kind.” Syllith introduced the others.

“Matters must be urgent for you to bring this whole group to us instead of sending a messenger.”

“I’m afraid they are,” Syllith replied. “We need to see the prince.”

“I’m sorry to inform you that Prince Hadrian passed away two nights ago. Princess Cassandra has ascended to the throne.”

“Cassandra?” said Syllith. “His granddaughter? But she’s only a child…”

“Her Highness recently celebrated her seventeenth birthday,” Phineas replied.

“It has been a long time,” Syllith muttered. “What happened to Hadrian?”

“He’d been ill for months,” Phineas explained. “Some sort of disease in his lungs that our healers were not able to cure. But he lived a long life, my lady.”

“Why didn’t his son take his place?” asked Khaldun.

“Cassandra’s parents were killed several years ago,” Phineas explained. “But if you’ll come with me, I will introduce you to Her Highness.”

“I will remain here,” said Vision, “and check up on our enemies.”

Syllith nodded. “Khaldun, you’re with me. The rest of you can wait here with Vision.”

Khaldun and Syllith followed Phineas into the tower and down the spiral staircase into the keep. He escorted them into a small room where they found the princess sitting on a throne. Khaldun thought she looked much younger than seventeen; he would have guessed her closer to twelve or thirteen. Phineas announced them.

“Governor Syllith,” the princess said. “This is the first time a member of your council has visited this castle in my lifetime. The tidings must be grim indeed to warrant such an excursion.” Khaldun thought she sounded much older than she looked.

Syllith told her about Henry’s armies and the impending invasions; the princess’s expression grew fearful. “The university has declared war on Fosland, and I am here to provide reinforcements. Vision and Mist will assist in the defense of your castle, along with three other university mages.”

“And what makes you think Henry would bother with us? It’s the river lands he’ll want. Your mages would do more good there, I think.” Her confident tone belied the scared look on her face.

“We have reason to believe they will attack here, Your Highness.”

“One of your sorcerers foresaw this?”

“No, but Princess Salerna did.”

“With that water bowl of hers? Grandfather told me he didn’t place much stock in that.”

“We believe Henry wants to surround the university, cutting off any possible escape route before he attacks. He may want to take the castle to make sure we have nowhere to flee. But Vision will be able to observe their activities. If need be, we can return to move the mages to the river front.”

The princess took a deep breath. “We haven’t got a standing army. Only the castle guard. If they do come here, I don’t know how long we’ll last.”

“You must prepare for a siege, Your Highness. Raise whatever force you can, and stock up on your supplies. Vision and Mist will evacuate you and your household should it become necessary, but hopefully it won’t come to that.”

The princess considered this for a few moments, then nodded gravely. “Phineas, send messengers to the vassals. Call in the levies. We must prepare for war.”

“Yes, Your Highness.”

Syllith bade the princes farewell, then Phineas escorted her and Khaldun back to the roof. Vision told them that there were still more troops arriving at Henry’s army encampments in Stiles and Roses, but that the army in Madison had started crossing the river.

“It will take them four, perhaps five days to march here,” he concluded.

“So it begins,” Syllith muttered. “You should get word to the others.”

Vision nodded.

Phineas and the soldiers escorted the rest of the mages into the keep. Khaldun and Syllith took to the sky on their carpets and returned to the university. Hours had passed since their morning meeting, but the mages assigned to Strom were all waiting when they arrived. Khaldun and Syllith went to the dining hall for a quick meal.

“How do you feel about taking this last group to Strom on your own?” she asked as they sat down.

“Shouldn’t be a problem,” he replied. “Why, though?”

“I thought we’d have a little more time, but with that first army already on its way to Greenfield, I want to find that temple right away,” she explained. “I’ll make it to Ulster in no time. But depending how far into Shifar they built Nyro’s temple, it could take significantly longer. Days, probably.”

“It couldn’t wait until after we’re done with Henry?”

“I’m worried this whole campaign might be nothing but a distraction,” said Syllith. “Keep us all busy with Henry, and then out pops the devil down in Shifar. We can’t take that risk.”

“Fair enough,” said Khaldun. “We’ve got our mirrors, so let me know if there’s anything I can do to help.”

“I will. Once you get this last group to Strom, you’ll need to stay in touch with Madeline. Yours will be the only carpet until I return, so it’ll be your job to provide emergency transport should it become necessary.”

Khaldun nodded. “I can do that.”

“And like I said before… Keep an eye on Allure if you can. If anything suspicious happens here, let me know immediately.”

“I will. So, tell me how to get to Strom.”

She gave him the directions as they returned to their carpets. Then, Khaldun wished Syllith luck, and she took off as the last group gathered around him.

“I guess we’re riding with you,” said one of the sorcerers, shaking his hand. “I’m Intuit.”

“Pleased to meet you,” said Khaldun. Syllith hadn’t warned him that Intuit possessed a magnetism nearly as powerful as Allure’s. He’d never been attracted to men, but found himself becoming aroused in his presence. Intuit gave him a wink, then introduced him to the other sorcerer, Spring, as well as the two witches and one wizard.

Khaldun positioned everyone on the carpet and then took off into the sky. He flew across the Mayne and headed south. When he reached the first major tributary, he turned east, and followed that the rest of the way. The river wasn’t very wide, and he didn’t think Henry’s army would have much trouble erecting temporary bridges to get across it.

Strom city was built into the top of a hill, much like Highgate, only smaller. The castle sat in the middle, and while its walls weren’t quite as tall as Highgate’s, Khaldun was still pretty sure Henry’s army would have tremendous difficulty breaching them.

There was a large army camped outside the city, and as he circled the castle, Khaldun spotted several garrisons stationed within the city walls. Compared to Arthos and Greenfield, Strom appeared much better prepared for an attack.

Khaldun landed on the keep’s roof and found Azure waiting for them. The diminutive sorcerer greeted Khaldun and the others as they got to their feet.

“We were expecting Syllith,” he said to Khaldun. “Is she all right?”

“Yes, but she had some other business to attend to, so she asked me to take care of the transport.”

Azure nodded. “Princess Salerna tells me Henry’s army in Madison has crossed the river on its way to Greenfield.”

“Yes, Vision saw that, too. But he said that the other two armies were still amassing more troops.”

“They may be coordinating their efforts to hit us in all three places at once,” Azure said. “Make sure we’re too busy to send reinforcements elsewhere. If so, I’d expect their army in Roses to cross the Mayne tomorrow.”

“The governors fear an attack on the university may be imminent, as well,” Khaldun replied.

Azure nodded. “Let’s get everyone inside. I’ll introduce you to Prince Viggo.”

The sorcerer led them into the castle. The prince was waiting for them in the great hall, where he’d gathered around a large table with his mages and advisers. Azure introduced Khaldun and his party.

“You let the governors know that we’ll make quick work of these bastards,” Viggo told Khaldun. “And once we do, we’ll march north to aid in the defense of Arthos. We’ve been allies with the free city for generations and we’re not about to let them down now.”

“I’ll let them know, Your Highness,” Khaldun said, bowing to the prince.

“Very well. The rest of you, take a seat. We’ve got plans to make.”

Azure escorted Khaldun back to the roof and bade him farewell. Khaldun sat down in the center of the carpet and shot into the sky. He decided to go see Fosland’s army in Roses for himself, so he flew back to the Mayne, then turned southwest, making himself invisible and flying low over the river.

He only sensed the massive invisibility spell as he flew past it, so he circled around and moved in closer. Sure enough, he spotted a band of five or six soldiers headed down the road from the west. Hovering overhead, he watched them vanish inside the spell.

It was tough to gauge how many troops might be hidden there, but he could sense the shield spells at the four corners of the area. Based on its size, he guessed that they might have as many men as the army he’d seen in Strom, but probably not too many more than that.

Khaldun headed back toward the university. After what he’d seen, he felt confident Strom would emerge victorious. But Azure’s words weighed heavily on his mind. If Henry’s goal were to conquer each of these three territories, wouldn’t it make more sense to throw everything he had at one target at a time? Or, at the very least, take Arthos and Greenfield first, then march all of his forces to Strom?

Coordinating three separate attacks like this lent credence to the notion that these invasions were merely distractions, designed to take their attention and resources away from an attack on the university. Yet they hardly had a choice; they couldn’t stand by and do nothing. If Henry didn’t attack the university during the invasion, losing those lands to him would ensure he could do so at any time.

And if Dredmort were in communication with Nyro, the possibilities were terrifying. Was there a traitor at the university? Khaldun didn’t see any other way the Foslanders would be able to get through that barrier.

But what if Nyro was lying? She could have sensed Syllith’s suspicions about Semblant and Allure and played on her fears to further distract them. And while they were busy chasing shadows at the university, Nyro could very well be preparing to break out through her temple in Shifar.

Khaldun didn’t know what the truth might be, but he was glad Syllith was on her way to that temple. He had a feeling that their ultimate victory hinged on her success.


Chapter 15
The Temple of the Goddess


Syllith was in a hurry, so she flew to Enigma’s house. She was going to need her gear and supplies before making what could be a trip of several days. Once she had everything packed, she headed for the door, but then stopped. What about the artifact? She’d left it tucked into the void inside the cavity above the library fireplace. But she felt anxious about leaving it behind for so long. Khaldun would be here, so it wasn’t like it would be unattended. And she trusted him with it, but what if Allure made her move while Syllith was away? Would Nyro have told her about the artifact? If Allure was even the traitor.

Syllith didn’t intend to make any further contact with Nyro. She’d wrung as much useful information out of her as she was likely to get. And she could feel the old one getting frustrated with her apparent waffling. It was time to bring the pyramid to Warhammer to be destroyed. She didn’t know if he’d know how, but they could always contact Vision for instruction. But she didn’t have time to deal with this now.

Finally, she decided to leave the artifact behind. Having it on her at the Temple of the Goddess could prove dangerous. She left the house, sat down in the center of her carpet, with her pack right behind her, and made herself invisible. Flying would take her full concentration once she was airborne, so she always took care of the invisibility spell prior to flying into enemy territory. Although she could cast spells in flight, it required her to relinquish control of the carpet briefly, which was always risky.

Shooting into the sky, Syllith headed southwest. As she approached the barrier, she relinquished control of the carpet long enough to open a portal. She dropped precipitously, but then retook control and shot through the opening.

There wasn’t much daylight left, so she flew as fast as she could. She’d flown by night before, but it was much more challenging in unfamiliar territory. Though she’d been to Ulster before, she didn’t know it well enough to find her way without a clear view of the landmarks below.

But she spotted the Temple of Manesh just as the sun sank below the horizon. There were no travelers on the road, so she landed directly in front of the building. Rolling up her carpet, she left it with her pack next to a tree, then tucked both items into the void. But as she approached the main entry, she realized that the door had been torn from its hinges and left leaning against the frame.

Heaving the door aside, Syllith moved inside the temple, her staff at the ready. The courtyard appeared empty, until she spotted a couple of charred corpses lying near the entry to the keep. She moved inside, into what must have been the great hall. But someone had torched the place. The walls were blackened as if by fire, and only small fragments of the furniture remained, charred by the flames.

Syllith searched the rest of the building, but other than corpses, there was no one here. She checked all the rooms, hoping that perhaps the leader’s map of the other temple had survived, but fire had ravaged every chamber’s contents. She suspected that Henry’s troops must have attacked the temple once they’d established themselves in the princedom, but found no direct evidence of this. Heading back outside, she contemplated her next move.

From the air, Syllith had spotted a village not too far west of the temple, so she decided to go there and see if she could develop any information. Perhaps some of the monks had survived, and with any luck, someone in the village might know where they’d gone.

Removing her belongings from the void, Syllith unfurled her carpet, hid herself from view, and took off once more. Dusk was gathering, but she had no trouble finding the village. They’d erected guard stations by the roadside at the eastern and western limits of the community, but she didn’t notice any other military presence. Setting down in a field to the north of the settlement, Syllith tucked her belongings into the void. Then she cast an illusion to make herself look like an old man, and her staff a walking stick. Finally, she headed into the village.

The community wasn’t very big, but there was a small tavern. Syllith moved inside and took a seat at the table in the far corner. There were about a dozen other patrons here. A woman scurried over a few minutes later, plopping down a plate of meat and cheese, some bread, and a mug of ale on her table. Syllith dug into her meal, listening in on the conversations in the room.

Three men were sitting at a table in the opposite corner, and as Syllith finished her meal, their conversation turned to the Foslander occupation of Ulster. They complained about Henry increasing the taxes on their land and conscripting the village’s young men into his armies, leaving them with a labor shortage. Syllith finished off her ale, then got to her feet, making her way over to their table.

“Got to be careful nowadays,” she said, her voice matching her guise as an old hermit. “The king has eyes and ears everywhere, they say.”

“You work for that bastard?” one of them asked, his eyes narrowing suspiciously.

“Not on your life,” Syllith replied. “But I’ve heard tell of his people punishing those who speak ill of the wretch. Best to be careful is all I’m sayin’.”

“Don’t worry about us, old-timer. Small village like ours, we all know each other,” the man replied, gazing around the room. “Ain’t none of these folks gonna report us. Never seen you before, though. Where ya headed?”

“Them Foslanders torched my village back in Roses. Killed my whole family. Heard a traveler say that temple nearby was takin’ in refugees, figured I’d seek shelter there. But it looks like Henry’s driven them out. You all got any idea where they mighta gone?”

“Sent them all to their gods, I reckon. Don’t think any of them survived.” His companions nodded.

“Ain’t that a shame,” said Syllith, shaking her head. “Well, I’m sorry to bother you boys, then.”

She headed out of the tavern, wondering what she might do next. If all of the monks had perished, then she didn’t know how she was going to find the Temple of the Goddess. Shifar’s eastern border stretched across more than half the continent. It would take ages to search its entire length, and with Henry’s armies invading the lands east of the Mayne, she didn’t have that kind of time.

Heaving a sigh, she headed back toward the north end of the village. But just then, someone emerged from the tavern.

“Hey, there,” a voice said. Syllith turned to see that it was someone from one of the other tables. “Heard ya askin’ ’bout them monks.”

“Aye, but I guess they perished.”

“Nah, not all of them,” the man said, looking around as if to make sure nobody was listening. “I own the farm across the road from the temple. And I ain’t said nothin’ to no one else, but I saw a few of them escape when the troops got there. They ran onto my land to hide, and I let them shelter in my barn a couple o’ nights.”

“Any idea where they mighta gone after that?”

“They said they’d make for Stoutwall. See if they could get the prince to grant them some land for a new temple. Don’t know if they’d have any luck with that, but I reckon that princedom’s probably the safest place for ’em, what with their army and that sorcerer o’ theirs.”

Syllith nodded. “I bet you’re probably right. Well, I guess I’m headin’ to Stoutwall then. Thank ya kindly.”

“Safe travels,” the man said with a nod before hurrying up the road.

Syllith made her way back to the field north of town, then brought her carpet back from oblivion, rolled it out on the ground, and launched into the sky. It was too dark now to risk the flight to Stoutwall, so she flew only a short distance to the edge of a nearby forest. Then she landed again, set up her tent, cast protective spells around her camp, and turned in for the night.

Camping inside Henry’s territory made her nervous. But she hadn’t seen any significant military presence nearby, and she was many miles from the nearest settlement. Nevertheless, she slept light, and woke at dawn. Once she’d broken camp, she made herself invisible and took to the air, heading south.

Syllith hadn’t been to Stoutwall in years. It would be good to see Augustine again, but Shatter made her nervous. He was a man of few words and physically intimidating. Though she knew it was probably ridiculous, she couldn’t help but feel that he might snap at any moment and pulverize her with his bare hands. An unreasonable fear perhaps, but she liked to keep her distance.

Reaching her destination only a couple of hours later, Syllith landed in front of the palace. The guards rushed over to her, swords drawn, and demanded to know her business. But Shatter emerged from the palace and ordered them to stand down.

“I have urgent business with Prince Augustine,” she said.

The sorcerer said nothing, only nodding and turning back toward the palace. Syllith followed him inside, and he led her through the building to a covered patio out back overlooking the lake and the waterfall. Augustine was there, conferring with his advisers.

“Ah, Governor Syllith,” he said, getting to his feet when he saw her. “What brings you to Stoutwall?”

“I’m sorry to disturb you, Your Highness. But I’m looking for some monks from an Ohlam temple in Ulster. Henry killed most of them, but someone told me the survivors were headed here.”

“Oh, yes,” the prince replied, his brow furrowed in concentration. “We granted them an audience some time ago. They petitioned us for some land to build a new temple. What did we end up doing with them, Winston?” he asked one of his advisers.

“As Your Highness ordered, we gave them Lily Pond.”

“Ah, I remember now,” said Augustine. “Lord Hammond passed away with no heirs. He was something of a hermit. The holding is small, and the castle is no more than a fort. But it seemed to suit their needs perfectly.”

“I’m sure they appreciate your generosity,” Syllith replied. “Most of the princes probably would have denied their petition.”

“Perhaps. But Stoutwall was something of a stronghold for Ohlam before the dark times. The ruins of one of their greatest temples lie near our southern border. I didn’t have the heart to turn them away after learning of the attack on their last temple. But tell me, how goes the conflict with Henry? Last we heard from Salerna, he was preparing an invasion?”

Syllith updated him on recent events and her fears about the true reason for Fosland’s attacks.

“Yes, I daresay Henry would go to any length to acquire a sorcerer,” Augustine said when she was done. “But I don’t imagine he stands any chance of penetrating your borders.”

Syllith didn’t mention her suspicions that they might have a traitor in their midst. Winston told her how to find Lily Pond, then she bade them farewell and went on her way.

The holding was located near the princedom’s northern border. Syllith had no trouble finding it. She spotted a handful of people working in a field near the castle, so she landed there. They stopped what they were doing, casting her wary glances. Syllith approached them, introducing herself only as a witch from the university.

“I remember you,” one of them said. “I’m the leader, Turin. You visited our temple in Ulster once, long ago.”

She hadn’t recognized the man with his straw hat and sunburnt face. But once he spoke, she recalled his voice. “Ah yes, I remember you now.”

“How can we help you, my lady?”

“Last time we met, you told me about the group that went off to establish the Temple of the Goddess.”

“Yes. They left decades ago. Well before my time as leader.”

“It turns out that I need to find them. Do you still have the map that shows how to get there?”

“I’m afraid not,” Turin replied, taking off his hat and wiping the sweat from his brow. “The Foslanders burned everything. We few were lucky to escape with our lives.”

“But you must remember the way. Even its rough location would be helpful. Could you draw it for me here in the dirt?”

“I can try,” Turin said with a nod. Squatting down, he cleared a flat area of earth, then made a rough outline of Shifar with his finger. Finally, he pointed to a spot near the northern end of the kingdom. “If you were to start here, at the southern tip of the Great Desert and fly southeast, you’d reach the Anthars here, at the Sisters. Two peaks that rise head and shoulders above the nearby mountains. They built their temple at the Sisters’ feet.

“That’s a long way to travel, and not all the territories between here and there are friendly. I guess that flying carpet of yours will make the journey easier. But you’re taking your life in your hands visiting that sect. They’re committed to raising their goddess and, last I heard, they’ve got a few mages there. If they think you might be able to help them, it’s unlikely they’d let you leave.”

“Nyro’s no goddess,” Syllith said.

“You and I can agree on that much, but they see it differently. And there’s nothing they wouldn’t do to liberate her. I’d urge you to reconsider your plans.”

“I’m afraid I can’t do that,” she replied. “But thank you for your help.”

“Best of luck,” he said. “You’re going to need it.”

Syllith said farewell and returned to her carpet. Once she’d made herself invisible, she took off again, heading southeast. It was still early, so she figured she could probably cover half the distance before sunset. Now more than ever, she wished she were a sorcerer; any one of them would be able to get there at least twice as fast.

Flying was exhausting work, though, so she set down in a field a few hours later to rest and eat. She was well beyond Henry’s lands now, so she didn’t bother making herself invisible after that. Shooting into the sky, she continued her southeastward journey until she reached the Great Desert. She flew for a couple more hours, following the edge of barren wasteland, until finally going to ground just before sunset.

Syllith was still in Maeda, but these lands along the desert’s edge were wild, not belonging to any princedom. She didn’t have to worry about encountering enemies here, so she made camp and started a fire. Once she’d eaten, she waited for full night to fall, then climbed inside her tent.

She lay awake for a while, wondering what she might find at the temple. As far as she knew based on her time using the artifact, Nyro could project only thought through her barrier. But if some of these monks were mages, that could be enough to bring about catastrophe. Who knew what kind of spells she could teach them? Syllith started to panic, wondering if even now they had found a way to release Nyro. But no, that simply couldn’t be. It had taken Enigma’s full power just to create the tiny portal through the barrier they’d used to extract the lesser demons. And he hadn’t been able to sustain that for more than a few moments. No regular mage could possibly liberate Nyro.

Despite her anxiety, Syllith grew drowsy and drifted off to sleep. Waking at dawn, she broke camp and continued on her way. She took a break when she reached the River Xago, the ancient boundary between Maeda and Shifar. Setting down on the western shore, she sat by the river’s edge and had some food.

The university’s relations with the princedoms in Shifar were shaky at best. The Shifari leaders eschewed nearly all contact with their counterparts in Maeda and Dorshire. They honored the ancient treaties with the university regarding the governance of mages, but very few Shifari mages ever attended the university. Sage was one of the only ones Syllith had ever met, and her attendance was mandatory because of her metamorphosis. Still, the university had assigned two sorcerers to princedoms in Shifar.

Syllith had heard about Oxcart’s scheme to trade some of its gold to a princedom in Shifar in exchange for iron ore, and had hardly believed it. She couldn’t imagine how Bichon’s father managed to arrange it. But then again, gold was considered a precious metal in all five kingdoms, and not something easily acquired. Maybe it hadn’t been too difficult to find a ruler in Shifar willing to trade for it.

But in any event, Syllith had no intention of setting down again once she’d crossed into Shifar. So, she took an extra-long rest to make sure she had the energy to make it the rest of the way to her destination.

The Great Desert ended at the Xago, so her resting place marked its southern tip. She’d want to be invisible passing over Shifar, and on the approach to the temple, so once she’d cast the spell, she took to the air again, proceeding directly to the southeast. And sure enough, as she drew closer to the Anthars, she spotted two peaks that rose high above the rest. They had to be the Sisters.

Flying in closer, she saw a stone structure by the base of the mountains, nestled in the valley between the Sisters. There was still some daylight left, so she flew a little farther north, then found a spot behind a ridge, hidden from view of the temple.

Syllith landed, then tucked her belongings into the void. She adjusted her invisibility spell to accommodate only herself, then proceeded on foot. The land was rocky and barren with many small ridges blocking her path. She had to climb down a couple of them, but then finally, the temple came into view.

The last rays of sunlight glinted off the stone building. Taking a deep breath, Syllith set off along the path leading to the temple entry. But as she reached the front steps, she heard someone scream inside.

Hurrying up to the doors, she stopped to listen. There was another scream, but it sounded like it had come from somewhere deep inside the structure. Easing the door open, Syllith slipped inside. She was in an entry hall, and there was a set of double doors across from her. Opening one of those, she peered inside. There was a massive chamber with an altar at the front. Behind the altar, carved into the stone wall, was the likeness of a tall, naked woman that looked exactly like the vision of Nyro Syllith had seen using the artifact.

The chamber was empty, but there was a doorway on either side of the carving leading farther into the building. Light was dancing on the walls beyond the doors, suggesting flames somewhere within.

Syllith made her way across the chamber, creeping through one of the doorways. She moved through a short corridor and heard voices somewhere up ahead. No words were discernible, but it sounded like a low chant.

Reaching the corridor’s end, Syllith found herself standing on a balcony overlooking a circular chamber below. The rear of the chamber was open to the elements, and she could see a pathway leading into the mountains beyond.

But directly below her, at least twenty monks were gathered, standing around a stone table in the center. All the monks but one held a lit candle in their hands; the last one held a wand. Lying on the table was a naked girl who could be no more than thirteen or fourteen years old. They’d tied her down, but hadn’t gagged her. The monks continued their chant, and finally, Syllith could discern words. It was no language she’d ever heard before, but she recognized one word over and over: Nyro.

The monk with the wand seemed to be casting some sort of spell; Syllith could see his lips moving, but couldn’t hear him over the chant. The girl screamed as he stood beside her and produced a dagger. Reaching over his head, he plunged the blade into the girl’s chest. Her scream ended abruptly as she began spewing blood from her mouth. Within seconds she went completely still, and Syllith knew she was dead.


Chapter 16
Necromancy


Khaldun returned to the university and found Madeline in the main building. He told her that he’d dropped off the last group in Strom, but she already knew—Spring had contacted her by mirror. Khaldun let her know that he’d check in again in the morning.

“Can I find you at Enigma’s house if something comes up in the meantime?” she asked.

“Ah, no… I’ll be staying in the women’s dormitory. With Mira.” Khaldun felt uncomfortable telling the de facto leader of the council this, but she only nodded, saying, “Very well. Have a good night.”

Exhausted from all the flying, Khaldun wanted nothing more than sleep. But he was also famished. So, he stopped at the dining hall and ran into Mira and Allison as they were leaving. They went back inside with him to keep him company while he ate.

They returned to the dorm. Khaldun was so tired he could barely keep his eyes open, so they went to bed early. He fell asleep the moment his head hit the pillow.

Rising at dawn, Khaldun went to check in with Madeline. She told him that she’d be hearing from Vision at any moment, so he waited there for a little while. Finally, Vision contacted Madeline through her mirror.

The Foslander army that had crossed the Mayne from Madison had split into two separate forces. One had remained by the river while the other marched toward Castle Greenfield. Vision saw only two wraiths with that group, and none with the other. Their sun-shield spells covered them in shadow, but there was no mistaking what they were.

The second army remained across the river from Arthos, but the third was making its way across the river into Strom as they spoke. Vision had spotted two wraiths crossing into Strom, but couldn’t find the other two. And there had been no sign of Dredmort anywhere so far.

“They’re still on track for a simultaneous, three-pronged assault,” Vision concluded. “I will update you again this evening, unless something urgent comes to pass.”

Khaldun headed back to the dorm, then joined Allison and Mira for breakfast in the dining hall. After that, Allison had another lesson with Allure, so Khaldun and Mira went along to watch.

Allure worked with Allison on detecting, canceling, and replicating magic without knowing the spells. She started with illusions, calling a giant statue of a nude man. Passersby stopped to gawk, and Allison giggled.

“Concentrate,” said Allure. “Can you sense the magic?”

Allison held one hand out toward the illusion, her frow furrowed. “No… I don’t feel anything.” But then a second later she added, “Wait—yes. I do sense something. Barely, but it’s there.”

“Remove it,” Allure replied.

“I don’t know how.”

“Focus on the magic and will it to go away.”

Allison’s face contorted with the effort, but nothing happened. “How?”

“It’s like moving your arms or legs,” Allure told her. “How do you do that? Magic flows through your entire body. Reach out and take the spell away.”

Finally, Allison swept one hand slowly from side to side, and as she did so, the illusion faded away.

“Yes, that’s it!” said Allure.

The sorcerer called an illusion of a small cottage next. It took a little longer this time, but Allison managed to make it disappear, too. Allure called a mansion next, but Allison removed it in no time, so Allure switched to moving targets. She started with a horse. As Allison reached out, the animal reared, then galloped off. But finally, Allison canceled the illusion. Allure called an entire herd of sheep next, all milling about the grounds. Allison started canceling one animal at a time, but Allure told her to eliminate the entire herd at once. It took her a minute, but she finally did this, too.

Next, Allure told Allison to create an illusion of the nude male statue.

“How in heaven am I supposed to do that?” Allison demanded. “I don’t have the slightest idea⁠—”

“You sensed the magic, didn’t you?” Allure asked.

“Well, yes, but…”

Allure held up her hands in a shrug.

“All right,” Allison said with a sigh. She struggled for several minutes without the slightest glimmer of success.

“For illusions to work, you must form a clear picture in your mind first of what you want to cast,” Allure told her. “If you can’t see it in your mind, the illusion will fail.”

Allison nodded. She focused for a moment, then, taking a deep breath, tried again. This time it worked. But it was a statue of a nude woman that appeared, not a man. It took Khaldun a moment to realize that it was Jezebel.

“You’ve got it!” Allure said.

Allison stared at the statue for a moment, her eyes wide with surprise at what she’d done, then giggled and canceled the illusion. But it seemed that she’d had a breakthrough, because she then produced illusions of a cottage, a palace, a horse, and a herd of sheep.

“Excellent work today,” Allure said, approaching her pupil and locking eyes with her. Allison backed away a step, but Allure added, “Don’t be afraid. I’m not going to hurt you.” She stood face to face with Allison, placing a hand on either side of her head. Khaldun saw Allison shudder with fear, but she didn’t move. Finally, Allure took her hands away. “You’ve got some special gifts. I’ll be in touch later to arrange your next lesson.”

Allison nodded, seeming confused. But then she headed off and Allure started working with Mira. First, she made sure Mira could still close her channels of power. Mira had no trouble with this, and was able to hold it longer than before. But still, no magic would work on her even with her channels closed. After that, Allure spent the rest of their time helping Mira enlarge her null. Khaldun had a feeling she’d be able to nullify entire battlefields in no time.

After dinner that day, Khaldun went to see Madeline. She’d heard from Vision only minutes earlier. The sorcerer had reported that half of Henry’s northern army continued toward Castle Greenfield, while the other half held the river lands. The middle army still remained invisible on the western side of the Mayne. And the southern army was on the march to Castle Strom. Two wraiths continued to accompany the northern army, and two the southern, but Vision still couldn’t account for the other seven. And he’d still been unable to find Dredmort, but he suspected Henry’s chief wizard was probably with the army waiting to attack Arthos.

Khaldun felt his anxiety growing. Despite what Vision thought, he felt there was a good chance that Dredmort and the missing wraiths were getting ready to sack the university. He took his carpet for a ride around the perimeter of the institution’s lands, trying to find the missing wraiths or any hidden troops. Despite flying pretty close to the ground, he couldn’t sense any spells near their border. But they could have stationed their forces farther out.

He worried about what Henry might be planning. But whatever it was, they probably had a couple more days before he’d put it into motion. Khaldun had no doubt they’d wait to attack until their armies reached their targets.

Khaldun met Mira back at the dorm, and they went for a moonlight stroll. There was no sign of Allison, but Mira explained that Allure had told her to meet her for another lesson after dinner.

They took their time walking out to the stables, and then by the cemetery beyond, before hooking back around the governors’ mansions. Khaldun told her what they’d heard from Vision, and about his little reconnaissance mission. The news about the missing wraiths worried her, too. What else could they possibly be doing if not preparing to attack the university?

As they headed back toward the dorms, Khaldun spotted someone near the seven-sided tower. He pointed this out to Mira.

“I think that’s Allison,” she replied. As they drew closer, it became clear that it was Allison, and she was wearing only her nightgown.

Khaldun called out to her. Allison didn’t seem to hear him, but at that moment, she vanished. For a moment, Khaldun thought he spotted a glowing spark circling the tower, but then that disappeared, too.

“How strange,” said Mira. “What was she doing?”

“I don’t know,” Khaldun muttered.

They walked up close to the tower, moving around its perimeter, but found nothing odd. When they reached Mira’s dorm room, they found Allison sound asleep in her bed. They tried to stay quiet, but ended up waking her.

“There you are,” she said, sitting up and rubbing the sleep from her eyes. “I didn’t know where you two had gone, so I turned in early after my lesson.”

“What were you doing by the seven-sided tower?” Mira asked.

Allison looked confused. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Allure wanted to do the lesson in one of the classrooms, so I was there, and then I came back here. I didn’t go anywhere near the tower.”

“We just saw you there only minutes ago,” said Khaldun. “Wearing that nightgown. But then you disappeared.”

“But I would never go outside wearing only this,” she replied. “Could it have been an illusion?”

“Who would have cast it?” Mira asked. “There was no one else there.”

Khaldun was about to tell them about the spark he saw, but then Allison gasped. “Wait, I do remember something… but it was only a dream. Someone was calling out to me. I got out of bed and wandered outside and I heard a voice calling my name. I followed the sound, and it was coming from the tower… I can’t remember anything after that. But then I woke up when you two came in.”

“Allison, I’m pretty sure that was real,” Mira told her. “You must have been walking in your sleep.”

They sat up talking for a little while longer discussing the strange turn of events, but Allison was able to remember nothing more. Finally, they went to bed. Allison seemed to doze off again immediately. Khaldun and Mira lay down, and Mira was out within minutes. But Khaldun couldn’t sleep. The situation with Henry had him on edge. And now Allison’s strange experience made him wonder if the entity that had communicated with Jezebel might live in the tower.

Khaldun tossed and turned for a while, but sleep eluded him. Finally, he slipped out of bed, careful not to wake Mira, donned his robes, and left the room. He headed across the campus to the mysterious tower.

Moving around the structure, he searched for any sign of a door or window, but none was apparent. He didn’t sense any magic here, either. What was the purpose of this building? Why had Allison come here? He thought he’d seen that glowing spark, but couldn’t help second-guessing himself. Jezebel had seen it out in the woods behind Raphael’s cottage, and then again in Castle Spanbrook. He didn’t have any good reason to believe it had a connection to this place. Yet there was something mysterious about this tower…

Khaldun reached out with his magic, trying to find some way inside, but the entire thing was made of solid brick. Touching its surface, he tried to detect some way to get through it. And that’s when it happened. Something sucked him through the wall, and he found himself standing in a space of endless darkness. He could see the stone floor, though he didn’t see any light source, but only blackness in every other direction.

Suddenly, there was a sound of tinkling bells. Khaldun searched for its source, but it seemed to be coming from all around him. And then a voice said, “It is not yet time, sorcerer.” It sounded female, but he didn’t recognize it.

Khaldun woke with a start. He was sitting up in bed, Mira lying next to him, sound asleep. They were in her dorm room. Khaldun thought his visit to the tower must have been a dream, but it had seemed vividly real.

Just then, someone screamed, and then there was a roar so loud it shook the building. Jumping out of the bed, Khaldun gazed out the window, but their room faced away from the quad, providing a view of nothing but trees.

“What’s going on?” Mira asked, sitting up in bed.

“I don’t know,” he replied. There were more screams.

“Is that coming from outside?” Mira asked, getting out of bed and donning her dress.

“I think so,” said Khaldun. “We should go see what’s happening.” At that moment, he realized that Allison’s bunk was empty. With a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach, he pointed this out to Mira.

“Oh, no,” she muttered, giving him a worried look.

They hurried out of the dorm, freezing in their tracks when they reached the courtyard. About a dozen students were huddled against the building. Standing over them was a creature Khaldun had never seen before. It was at least twenty feet tall, shaped like a human, but with dark, scaly skin. The monster reached for the students with one hand, but they scurried closer to Mira and Khaldun, several of them screaming.

Khaldun called fire, trying to incinerate the creature from within. It howled in pain, but nothing else happened.

“Mira, quick—extend your null!” Khaldun said.

Mira nodded, and moments later, the creature howled again, louder this time, shaking the very earth beneath their feet. But then it rushed toward them. Khaldun felt powerless without his magic, but just then, a voice called out from across the courtyard.

“Take me!” Khaldun realized it was Allure—and standing next to her was Allison. “Mira, close your channels!”

The creature turned, looking toward the newcomers, then back at the students. Mira’s null was gone; Khaldun called a wall of flame thirty feet high between them and the monster. It bellowed in rage, reaching through the fire.

But then Allure shouted something unintelligible. The creature turned and ran toward her; Allison screamed. But Allure raised her arms to her sides, a red glow emanating from each hand. A thunderclap shook the ground, and the monster bellowed in pain for a moment, but then turned to smoke, dissipating on the breeze.

Allure and Allison ran over to them. “Is everyone all right?” the sorcerer asked.

Several of the students were crying and sobbing, but none of them seemed to be injured.

“What was that thing?” Khaldun asked.

But just then, Madeline strode over to them. “What the hell is going on out here? Was that a ghoul?”

“Yes, it was,” Allure replied. “But I’ve sent it back to the spectral plane.”

“Where did it come from?” Madeline demanded.

“I s-summoned it,” Allison told her between sobs.

“You did this?” Madeline said, her expression aghast. “But the spirit realm can only be accessed using necromancy. Such spells are strictly forbidden. I’m afraid we’re going to have to convene an inquiry into this matter, young lady.”

“She didn’t summon it, Madeline,” Allure told her. “I did.”

Madeline stared at her in confusion for a moment. “But why?”

“I sensed an affinity for the spirit realm within her. So, I thought I would teach her how to banish a ghoul. But I’m afraid it was too much, too soon. You have my sincerest apologies, Lady Madeline. I didn’t mean to cause so much alarm.”

“We’ll discuss this more in council,” Madeline replied, regarding her suspiciously. “Back to bed, all of you,” she added to the rest of the crowd.

The students shuffled back into the dorm. Madeline left the courtyard as Allure escorted Allison into the building, Mira and Khaldun right behind her.

“You’re sure you’re all right?” Allure asked. Allison nodded. “Try to get some sleep. We’ll discuss this tomorrow.”

Allure left the building. Allison faced Khaldun and Mira, only to start sobbing again. Mira hugged her.

But Khaldun had a bad feeling about what they’d just witnessed. “Can you help her back to the room?” he asked Mira; she nodded. “I’ll be back soon.”

“Where are you going?” Mira asked.

Khaldun didn’t reply. He slipped out the door, making himself invisible. Allure was already halfway across the courtyard; Khaldun followed her. He kept his distance, knowing that she’d detect his spell if he came too close, but made sure not to lose sight of her.

Allure left the quad, heading back toward the governors’ mansions. Khaldun felt sure she was going to stop at the seven-sided tower, but she walked right by it. He followed her all the way to her house, which was right next to Warhammer’s. Khaldun waited out on the lane as the sorcerer went inside, closing the door behind her.

Lights sprang to life inside the mansion. Khaldun crept up to one of the windows, peering inside. He spotted Allure moving into the dining room and sitting down. But there was someone else in there—he could see their shadow, but couldn’t get a look at whoever was casting it.

But just then, a voice behind him said, “Who’s there?”

Nearly jumping out of his skin, Khaldun turned to see Allure moving up the walkway from the lane. What the hell? How had she gotten out here so fast without him seeing her? He canceled his spell, saying, “I’m sorry… I uh… wanted to ask you more about what happened back there.”

But suddenly, Allure transformed. She grew much larger, sprouting a long beard, her hair turning gray and scraggly.

“Semblant?” said Khaldun. He’d never met this sorcerer, but Jezebel had described him, and sure enough, he was enormous.

“You must be Khaldun,” he replied, his voice gravelly. “Inside,” he said, opening the front door.

Khaldun moved into the house. Semblant took him by one arm and led him to the dining room.

“Found him lurking by your window,” the giant sorcerer said, crossing his arms.

“What’s on your mind,” Allure said, sitting back in her chair and crossing her legs.

Khaldun neither saw nor heard anyone else in the house and didn’t sense any magic. “I wanted to… uh, ask you about what happened with Allison. And that ghoul.”

“It’s quite simple. As I explained to Madeline, I sensed a deep affinity with the spirit world within her. It’s my job to help new sorcerers discover their latent talents. So, in her lesson earlier this evening, I taught her how to access the spectral plane. She summoned a basic specter—some witch who taught here a few hundred years ago. They chatted for a bit, and that was that. Allison sent her back to the spirit realm and that was the end of the lesson.”

“But what about that ghoul?”

“You’d have to ask Allison about that,” Allure replied, still holding his gaze. “Which I plan to do when we meet tomorrow.”

“But you told Madeline that you summoned it…”

“I lied.”

“Why?”

“Because she would have convened an inquiry and they would have punished our darling Allison. I don’t want to see that happen. Do you?”

“No, of course not.”

“So. Why don’t we skip the bullshit. Tell me the real reason you followed me here.”

Khaldun’s heart dropped to his stomach, and he felt his anxiety rising. But he didn’t see any way out of this. “Syllith thinks there’s a traitor on the council. And when you said you called the ghoul… well, that’s necromancy, isn’t it?”

“So, you thought the traitor might be little old me?” Allure said with a mocking smile. Khaldun cast Semblant a nervous glance. “Oh, the two of us, perhaps? It’s a conspiracy, is it? Could we both be secretly working for Henry?”

Khaldun decided if he was already in trouble, he might as well go all the way and try to get some answers. “Or for Nyro,” he said with a shrug.

Allure stared at him for a moment, her smile gone. “That’s a very serious allegation. I hope you have some evidence to back it up.”

“Henry’s attacks seem like a convenient distraction. We’ve left ourselves vulnerable here.”

“Go on,” said Allure.

“What is he doing here?” he asked, nodding to Semblant.

“As you just pointed out, we’ve left ourselves vulnerable, so I asked Semblant to return. He’s good to have in a fight, especially now that he’s got a carpet.”

Khaldun wasn’t convinced. “What about that spark of light I saw by the seven-sided tower? Was that Shadow? What’s her role in all of this?”

Allure’s mocking smile returned. “Spark of light? I’m afraid I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Whoever it is brought me inside the tower. She told me it’s not time, yet—whatever that means. But then I woke up in my bed and it all seemed like a dream.”

Allure’s smile vanished again, and her eyes narrowed in suspicion, but she said nothing.

They sat in silence for nearly a minute, and Khaldun worried they might decide to kill him. These two had to be plotting to aid Henry in his quest to raise Nyro. He didn’t think they’d let him go at this point.

But Allure got to her feet and said, “You’d better go get some sleep. They could attack at any time, and you’re going to need your energy.”

Khaldun stood up, hardly able to believe his ears. He backed away from the pair, then turn and ran for the door. Hurrying outside, he didn’t stop running until he’d reached the quad. But it didn’t seem like anyone had followed him.

Pulling out his mirror, he tried reaching Syllith, but had no luck. It was late though, and she was probably sleeping, wherever she was now. Khaldun went to Mira’s room, and found her sitting on the bottom bunk with Allison, holding her hand.

“Where did you go?” Mira asked.

Khaldun sat across from them in one of the chairs. “Did Allure really summon that ghoul?”

“No, it was me,” Allison said, her bottom lip trembling. “She taught me how to call a specter in our lesson earlier. And she told me about ghouls and demons and poltergeists… I wanted to try something stronger. But then I couldn’t control it.”

“You remember what that demon did back in Spanbrook. Why would you risk something like this?” Khaldun demanded.

“Khaldun,” said Mira, “let it go. She’s been through enough tonight.”

But Allison said, “Yes, I do remember! And that’s precisely why I tried this! I grew up believing I would rule Spanbrook one day. But then that life—that purpose—was ripped away. They took everything from me—Jezebel, the princedom—and I had nothing left. And I was useless here. Before Allure started working with me, I thought about killing myself. But now… thanks to her, it’s like a dam has burst inside of me, finally releasing my magic. And Allure saw enormous potential within me. I have to explore that—this is the only purpose I have anymore.”

“But you’re talking about necromancy⁠—”

“Yes! I am! Allure said that with my power, I could become a necromancer! She thinks I could rival Nyro one day!”

Khaldun stared at her in disbelief, a sense of dread washing over him. “Listen to what you’re saying! You want to be like her? She subjected the entire continent to a reign of terror that lasted centuries!”

“Not like that,” Allison said, rolling her eyes. “I could help stop her from returning. But only if I become powerful enough.”

“That kind of power is dangerous. How would you prevent yourself from going down the same path she did?”

“Myrddin did.”

Khaldun had to concede the point. The necromancer had resisted Nyro’s temptations. The three of them went back to bed, but Khaldun got no sleep that night.


Chapter 17
The Cult of Nyro


As Syllith watched in horror, the monks moved away from the dead girl, leaving through a door on either side of the chamber. The lead monk cast some sort of spell that seemed to close the girl’s wound. One of the others remained, now carrying a staff. He called air, lifting the girl off the table and moving her toward the pathway leading away from the rear of the chamber.

But at that moment, Syllith realized that the other monks were climbing steps up to her balcony. She pressed herself against the rear wall, holding her breath to remain silent as they passed into the front of the building. Once they were gone, Syllith hurried down one of the stairways.

The lead monk and his assistant were partway down the trail, the girl suspended eerily before them. Syllith crept along behind them, careful not to make a sound. The pathway rounded a curve, first one way, then the other, ending at a sheer cliff face. The lead monk held out his wand, casting a spell that Syllith didn’t recognize, and a metal door appeared. He spoke another incantation, and the door swung open. The girl floated through the opening, and the monks followed. Syllith rushed to catch up, worried they’d close the door behind them, but they left it open.

Reaching the doorway, she saw that they were moving through a tunnel into the mountain. The lead monk had called fire to light the way. Syllith followed cautiously, painfully aware of every tiny sound echoing off the walls.

They walked for almost twenty minutes before Syllith spotted a light up ahead. The monks moved the girl out of the passage and she lost sight of them. Creeping up to the tunnel’s end, Syllith saw that there was a ledge beyond, perhaps thirty feet across, overlooking the land of Pytha beyond. The barrier the elves had put in place crackled with energy. It protected the drop-off from the ledge and blocked the way into Pytha.

The monks lay the girl on the ground, only feet from the barrier, and each kneeled before her. The leader held out his wand, and his assistant his staff, and together they began chanting a spell unlike anything Syllith had heard before. Most spells were formed by sound, not using actual words. But the monks spoke in some foreign tongue. For a moment, Syllith wondered if it was merely a religious chant of some kind, but then something started happening to the girl’s body. It seemed to be dissolving; droplets streamed away from it, merging into the barrier.

Syllith didn’t understand what was happening, but within minutes, the girl’s body had disappeared, apparently becoming part of the barrier. And suddenly, there was a moaning sound, and the boundary reverberated with it. There was a small earthquake, and lightning danced along the barrier’s surface. The monks looked up, focusing on something only they could see.

“Yes, my goddess,” the leader said, bowing his head.

The moaning and lightning subsided, and the monks stood up, heading back toward the passage. Syllith slipped out of the tunnel, moving aside to let them pass. Creeping toward the barrier, she gazed out at the land below. She could make out a city in the distance, abandoned long ago, its people killed when the elves locked the demons in this land. For a moment, she thought she saw smoke rising from the city, but it was only mist passing by in the distance.

Syllith was about to head back into the passage, but at that moment, the barrier started crackling again. A web of lightning formed on its surface. Syllith tried to move away, but tendrils of energy extended from the barrier, surrounding her in their grasp and lifting her off the ground.

Stifling a scream, Syllith held out her staff and muttered a spell to cancel lightning. She fell to the ground, but as she scurried away a bolt of energy slammed into her. Syllith’s vision started to go black, and it took everything she had to remain conscious.

Syllith managed to crawl into the tunnel, and with great effort, regained her feet. The monks were far ahead now, and she stumbled along trying to catch up. Slowly, her head cleared, and she felt her energy returning.

What the hell had happened back there? Had the barrier itself attacked her? That made no sense. But the only other possibility was terrifying. And what had the monks done with the girl’s body? It was almost as if they’d used it to feed the barrier. But that didn’t make any sense, either.

The end of the passage came into view, and Syllith moved as close to the monks as she dared. As they emerged through the doorway, she slipped out right behind them, barely getting out of the way before the assistant closed the door. The leader held out his wand, casting one spell to magically seal the entry, and another to hide it.

Syllith followed them back to the temple, and up the steps to the balcony. They moved into the corridor leading inside. Syllith creeped along behind them, waiting at the far end to see where they’d go. The men went through another doorway on the side of the chamber. Syllith waited a moment to make sure they were gone, then hurried across the space, casting an anxious glance at the sculpture of Nyro staring down at her, then slipped out the front doors.

The sun had set, but full night had not yet fallen; there was enough light to find her way. Running down the front steps, Syllith hurried back to the ridge where she’d left her things. But as she removed her carpet from the void, a voice behind her said, “Governor Syllith, I presume?”

Syllith turned, raising her staff, to find the monks’ leader standing there, grinning at her, wand in hand. She realized that he must have canceled her invisibility spell.

“The goddess told us you would visit, but I’ll admit that I was skeptical,” he said.

“Nyro speaks to you?”

“Oh, yes. She instructs us.”

“To do what?”

“Liberate her, of course.”

“What are you doing to the barrier? It struck me with a lightning bolt—how is that possible?”

“The barrier didn’t do that,” the monk said with a chuckle. “That was the goddess.”

“That’s impossible. Her magic can’t penetrate that barrier.”

“Her thoughts can. And she has taught us spells to weaken the wards the elves erected to trap her in her prison. The work is slow, but in time, we will open a portal through which she can escape.”

“Why kill the girl?” Syllith demanded. “I’ve heard of ancient cultures making human sacrifices to appease their deities, but Nyro’s no god.”

“Oh, she is, though. But it’s not a sacrifice. It’s elvish magic.”

“What?”

“The goddess foresaw her own downfall, so she studied the ways of the elvish mages before her defeat. We are no elves, so sadly, the spells will take far longer to work than they would if we possessed their power. But we are patient. In time, we will free her, and she will bring paradise to Anoria.”

“You’ve lost your mind. Nyro will slaughter all of you if you release her. And then she’ll retake the entire continent and enslave its people.”

“I will forgive your blasphemy, and let you leave, as the goddess has commanded,” the man said. “But she has revealed that you will return soon.”

Only with reinforcements to destroy your cult, she thought to herself, but said nothing. Raising her staff, she called fire, shooting a bolt of lightning at the monk. But he canceled her spell, then disappeared. Syllith fired off a spell to cancel invisibility, but he was gone.

Syllith got on her carpet and shot into the sky. She wanted to get as far away as she could, but it was nighttime and this was unfamiliar territory. And she was exhausted; the spell that hit her at the barrier had drained her.

Before long, Syllith had no choice. She had to touch down somewhere and get some rest. Flying lower and scanning the terrain below, she found a mesa and landed on it. Its walls were sheer, and she didn’t see the light of any settlements nearby. She was still in Shifar, but felt that she’d be safe here.

Syllith made camp, cast her protective spells, then curled up in her bedroll and passed out. When she woke, it was light out. Emerging from her tent, she stood tall and stretched, taking in the beautiful vista before her, mesas and buttes extending into the distance. The sun had already risen well above the horizon; Syllith guessed that it had probably been a couple of hours since dawn.

She broke camp and was about to take off again, when she felt someone reaching out to her through her mirror. Pulling it out, she found Khaldun staring back at her.

“I tried contacting you last night, but you must have been asleep,” he said. Khaldun told her what had happened with Allison, and with Allure after that.

“Semblant is back?” she said, panic rising. “Who ordered that?”

“Allure asked him to return. She said she also believes an attack on the university is imminent, and that Semblant could help.”

Syllith scoffed. “They must be in on this together. You said there was someone else in Allure’s house with her?”

“I don’t know,” Khaldun replied, shaking his head. “I thought I saw another shadow, but I might have imagined it. I didn’t see anyone else once I went inside. Could it have been Shadow? I don’t know. I’m not sure I didn’t imagine going inside the tower, either.”

Syllith told him what she’d seen and learned at the temple.

“Was it Nyro who hit you with the lightning?” Khaldun asked once she’d finished. “I was under the impression only her thoughts could penetrate the barrier. But that would seem to imply that she can get through it with magic, too.”

“Perhaps,” said Syllith. “I think they’ve been using the human sacrifices to weaken the barrier in that area. Nyro certainly didn’t hit me with her full power, or I wouldn’t be standing here having this conversation right now.”

“Then why bother attacking you at all?” asked Khaldun.

“I’m not sure,” Syllith replied with a shrug. “Maybe she wanted me to know that she could.”

“Do you think they can liberate her?”

“In time, who knows?”

“Can Enigma repair the damage the monks have done?” Khaldun asked.

“I’ll alert him to the situation, but I doubt there’s anything he can do. The spells he’s using to patch the other areas wouldn’t help at the temple. The damage there is different. I believe it would take elvish magic to reverse what the monks have done.”

“I wonder what Allure is waiting for. Either she or Semblant could probably take down the barrier there if it’s already weakened. Or Nyro could tell them how to open it.”

“Maybe they don’t know about the temple,” said Syllith. “Nyro said she’d foreseen multiple paths to escape. Maybe Semblant and Allure are working to free her separately from Henry and Dredmort, and they’re all working independently of the cult here.”

Suddenly, Khaldun gasped. “What if it’s Allison?”

“How do you mean?”

“Allure told her that she could become a necromancer. She said Allison might rival Nyro one day! What if she’s planning to force Allison to bind her?”

“Bind Nyro?” Syllith asked. “But they’d still need some way to free her. They can’t bind her through the barrier.”

“I don’t know,” Khaldun said with a shrug. “It feels like we’re missing a piece to this puzzle.”

“At least one,” Syllith agreed. She hadn’t been paying attention to the background, but suddenly realized that Khaldun was out in front of the quad, and thought she’d spotted Allure. “What are you doing now?”

“Waiting for Allison to finish her lesson,” he explained. “Mira’s next. I was worried about encountering Allure again after last night, but she’s acting as if nothing happened.”

“What is Her Highness working on today?”

“Allure taught her to cast sheets of energy, and how to escape from them. Now, they’re working on shield spells.”

“Allison’s come a long way in a short time.”

Khaldun nodded. “She told us that since she started training with Allure, it’s felt like a dam burst inside of her. Magic is coming easy to her, now.”

In her mind, Syllith ran through everything the two of them had learned since her departure. And it led her to a troubling thought. “Do you think Allison could be planning to bind Nyro herself? Without Allure? Maybe she’s the traitor Nyro told me about—only it was someone she’d foreseen, instead of someone she’d already compromised.”

“Allison would never do that,” Khaldun told her. “She doesn’t know the spell to bind a demon, for one thing.”

“But Jezebel has it recorded on that scroll. She could give it to Allison.”

“Not a chance. She wouldn’t do that. I don’t know Allison that well, but I know Jez. There’s no way she would share that with Allison if she were worried about her trying to use it.”

“What if she weren’t worried about that?”

“I’ll bring it up with her, just in case. But even with the spells, Allison would still have to contact Nyro to learn how to free her, which she can’t do without the artifact. And she’d have to travel to the Pythan border, but she has no way to get there.”

“Shadow could be the missing link,” said Syllith. “You said you saw Allison snooping around the tower? If Shadow truly was a necromancer in her day, then she could teach Allison the binding spells. And Shadow might know a way to liberate Nyro.”

“I don’t know,” Khaldun said with a shrug. “It’s starting to feel like we might be surrounded by enemies, all of them vying to be the one who frees her.”

Syllith nodded. “I’ll be there as soon as I can—hopefully tomorrow. We’ll get to the bottom of this.”

They said farewell, and Syllith took off again, flying as fast as she could.


Chapter 18
The Battle of Strom


Spring stood on the keep roof with Azure and Intuit, gazing across the plain beyond Strom City. Strom’s army, more than two thousand strong, including more than three hundred cavalry, was lined up below, along with nearly as many troops from Highgate.

“Ready?” Azure asked.

“I don’t think so,” Intuit replied, “but we might as well get this over with.”

Azure chuckled and unfurled his carpet. He positioned Intuit in the middle, near the rear edge, then sat down at the front.

“Good luck out there,” Spring told them. “Try not to fall off, Intuit.”

Intuit glared at him, but then Azure launched them high into the sky, going invisible moments later. Spring still heard Intuit’s scream and couldn’t help chuckling.

Spring had made contact with Vision that morning by mirror. He reported that the armies headed to Greenfield and Strom would arrive that day, and the force in Stiles was preparing to cross the river and attack Arthos.

But that was many hours ago. Azure and Intuit were headed out to do some scouting, and hopefully put Intuit on the ground. If he could get close to the Foslander commander, he’d be able to get a sense of what they were planning.

The situation around Strom was puzzling. According to Vision, Fosland was marching with only about two thousand troops, including only two hundred cavalry. The wizard, Lane, was with them, along with two witches Vision didn’t recognize, and two wraiths. The troops defending Strom outnumbered them roughly two to one, and in addition to the three sorcerers, they had three more university mages in addition to Prince Viggo’s two wizards.

Spring didn’t understand how the Foslanders could hope to win here. Azure worried that they might have more troops hidden by invisibility spells. Vision reported that he’d still been unable to locate seven of the wraiths. They might be with the force headed to Arthos, but that didn’t seem too likely. The wraiths had been split equally among the armies initially, so Spring suspected the missing ones were still with them, preparing some sort of surprise.

Only about an hour later, Azure returned. Intuit crawled off the carpet and vomited; Spring grimaced.

“How did it go?” he asked.

“We accomplished our mission,” said Azure, “but we are left with something of a mystery. The Foslanders were crossing the river when we arrived. So, I set Intuit down as close to their commander as I could, then returned to the sky. They built a few temporary bridges, so I attacked those to cause a diversion, which allowed Intuit to reach his quarry.”

“You destroyed their bridges?” Spring asked.

“Only one of them. The wraiths canceled my spells when I went for the next one, and then Lane tried knocking me out of the sky. So, I retreated until it was time to recover Intuit.”

Done being sick, Intuit had finally joined them. “The commander has orders to lay siege to the city.”

“How?” asked Spring. “I don’t understand.”

“Neither does he,” Intuit replied. “But he knows he has to get through our army to get to the city, so he’s planning on throwing everything he has at us. He’s worried it’s a suicide mission meant only to keep us busy while they put other plans into motion elsewhere. But he’s committed to carrying out his orders.”

“They are transporting siege engines, though,” Azure added. “Broken down in pieces that they can reassemble here.”

“Why would they bother with that equipment if there’s no hope of using it?” Spring asked. “They must have something else in store for us. Those missing wraiths have to be involved somehow.”

“We flew low around the surrounding area, but neither one of us could detect any spells,” said Azure. “So, I don’t believe they’re hiding more troops.”

“Salerna hasn’t foreseen anything?”

“She has seen their army besieging the city,” Azure replied. “But the looking glass has not revealed how that might transpire.”

Spring sighed. “I guess we’re going to find out the hard way. I’d better go report to Viggo.”

Walking to the edge of the keep, Spring leaped down to the courtyard, then ran to the city wall. He jumped up to the battlements, startling the soldiers there, then down to the plain beyond. Viggo was outside the city gates, gathered with his commanders and mages.

“Lord Spring,” he said when he saw the sorcerer approaching. “What news?”

Spring told him what Azure and Intuit had reported. “I’m afraid we don’t know what else they might be planning,” he concluded.

Viggo nodded, but didn’t seem too concerned. Spring could tell he was in his element here. Azure had told him that Viggo commanded Strom’s forces for his father for many years before ascending to the throne. And the prince did seem excited to be returning to that role; he planned on leading his forces into the coming battle, much to his advisers’ chagrin.

“Thank you,” the prince said. “I’ll have them open the gate for you.”

“No need, Your Highness,” Spring said with a grin.

“Very well, lord sorcerer. Good hunting!”

Viggo returned to his group, and Spring jumped up to the battlements, then down to the city. He ran back to the castle and into the courtyard, then leaped up to the keep’s roof. There, he watched and waited with Azure and Intuit. But finally, they spotted the enemy army crossing the plain.

Azure took off on his carpet, going invisible as he flew over the city. The Foslanders arrived and formed ranks facing the Strom and Highgate armies. Crews at the rear started assembling their siege engines. Spring spotted the wraiths taking position on their flanks. Their sun-shield spells engulfed them in dark shadows, but they were still visible. The wizard, Lane, rode his white horse out in front of the army, rallying the troops. It took a minute, but Spring located the two unknown witches, one near each of the wraiths. Finally, horns sounded, and the Foslanders attacked.

Spring and Intuit went to work, hurling fireballs and twisters at the enemy mages. They canceled their spells, but the sorcerers kept throwing more. Azure focused on the wraiths, hitting them with a steady barrage of fire and lightning. The magic didn’t seem to affect them, so instead, he started blowing craters in the ground beneath their feet. This didn’t harm them, either, but having to constantly climb out of the pits kept them busy. The sorcerer also removed their sun-shield spells a few times, but the wraiths recast them immediately.

The Foslander troops were fierce, but the Strom and Highgate armies overwhelmed them by sheer force of numbers. Spring thought it was pointless, but their crews kept assembling the siege engines. He and Intuit ignored them, keeping their focus on the enemy mages.

The battle raged on, and Viggo started leading cavalry charges, cutting through the enemy lines. If the carnage continued at this rate, Spring thought they’d decimate the entire Foslander army.

But suddenly, roars erupted from the hills somewhere behind the city. The sound sent a chill down Spring’s spine, and he turned to search for its source. A moment later, four enormous winged beasts flew around the nearest peak, streaking over the castle and out above the plain.

“What the hell are those?” Spring yelled.

“Those are dragons, my friend,” Intuit told him, his eyes wide.

“That’s impossible,” Spring replied. “Dragons don’t exist…”

At that moment, the four beasts flew low over Strom’s army, each breathing a stream of fire on the troops below.

“Oh, shit…” said Spring. “How the hell are they controlling them?”

The dragons circled high above the battlefield once, then dove for a second pass. Spring tried hitting them with fire, but their hides seemed impervious to the flames. The dragons breathed their rivers of fire; Intuit managed to cancel one of them, but the other three torched dozens more men below.

Spring tried calling air to throw the beasts off course as they circled the battle again, but this had no effect, either. But then he realized the dragons were headed straight for the keep.

“Look out!” Spring shouted, as he cast a shield spell encasing him and Intuit. The beasts flew overhead, breathing fire on them, but Spring’s magic held. He threw lightning bolts at the nearest dragon as it banked, climbing higher into the sky. The beast roared in pain, but kept flying.

The dragons circled once before making another pass. Intuit hit the leader with lightning as Spring shot a bolt at one of the others. But Intuit’s bolt hit some sort of shield spell on the dragon’s back.

“There’s someone riding the leader!” Spring told him. He reached out and canceled the spell, revealing a mage in black robes. The dragons pulled up without breathing fire again. “Next pass, focus on the rider!”

But the beasts flew away from the keep, flying over the city and returning to the battlefield.

“Looks like their mage doesn’t want to play,” Intuit observed.

The dragons dove, readying for another pass over the army. Azure came out of nowhere, hurling a giant twister at one of the beasts. It knocked him off course, and he nearly crashed onto the plain beyond the armies, taking out one of the siege engines on his way by. Spring and Intuit hit two of the other beasts with lightning, and they pulled up without doing any damage. But the last dragon spat his flames, incinerating at least twenty men on the ground.

All four dragons made several more passes over the battlefield. Spring, Intuit, and Azure did their best to minimize their effectiveness, but couldn’t find a way to overcome the beasts. They tried to take out the rider, but he managed to turn his mount every time, letting the dragon take the brunt of every spell.

But finally, it seemed the rider had had enough. He flew his steed high into the sky, heading north, and the others followed. But the damage was done, and the tide had turned. In addition to killing their men in droves, the dragon fire had thrown Viggo’s forces into chaos. The Foslanders were driving them back, their cavalry charging through their ranks and cutting down every man they passed.

Though it was hard to tell, Spring thought the numbers were about even now. And adding to the disarray, the wraiths had entered the fight when Azure shifted his attention to the dragons, slaying their men with magic.

Viggo tried to rally his forces, but it was no use. They’d lost their momentum and their order and the Foslander lines plowed through them. Finally, the prince called the retreat. The city gates opened, and the Strom and Highgate armies started moving inside. But the Foslanders were right behind them.

Spring knew what he had to do. He marched across the roof, getting ready to leap.

“Where are you going?” Intuit demanded.

“Someone’s got to stop the Foslanders from breaching the gate,” he said. “Back me up, all right?”

Intuit nodded. Spring jumped off the roof, ran across the courtyard and out through the city, before leaping up to the battlements. Scanning the battle below for a moment, he spotted an open space by their army’s flank. He launched himself into the air, flipping once before landing in the opening.

The Foslanders had spotted him and charged his position. But Spring was ready. He hit the closest men with a wall of fire, then used it to drive their comrades back. Azure flew overhead, hurling a twister at the heart of their troops.

Viggo had nearly half of his men through the gates, but the Foslanders were cutting them down as they retreated. Spring charged, calling a wall of fire to cut off the enemy army. But one of the wraiths rode forward and canceled it. Spring blew a crater beneath him and recast his spell. Azure flew by again, hurling another twister, nearly catching Spring with this one.

The wraith climbed out of the ground and canceled the wall of fire again. But finally, Viggo got the rest of troops through the gate just as the Foslanders charged.

“Come on!” Viggo shouted over the din.

Spring didn’t need to be told twice. He ran past the Foslanders, turning and hitting them with lightning as he passed through the opening in the wall. The gates crashed closed behind him.

Viggo jumped off his horse, approaching Spring. “Thank you,” he said, shaking the sorcerer’s hand. “You saved many of my men.”

“It’s an honor to serve, Your Highness,” Spring told him.

Viggo headed up to the battlements with his soldiers. Spring ran through the city and returned to the keep roof, regrouping with Intuit and Azure, who had just landed.

“Now what?” asked Intuit.

“We prepare for a siege,” Spring replied with a disbelieving shake of his head. “I had no idea dragons were real.”

“I did, but I’ve never seen them used in battle before,” said Azure. “There’s a group in Kong that trains them. It’s unusual for one of them to allow a rider, but when it happens, they become fiercely loyal to that person.”

“I’d better warn Vision,” Spring told them. “We won’t be riding to Arthos as Viggo had hoped, but I’m willing to bet that’s where those dragons are headed next.”


Chapter 19
The Battle of Greenfield


“Dragons?” Vision said, hoping that perhaps his hearing was failing. “That’s absurd. Nobody’s ever used those monsters in battle.”

“Someone has. And they just decimated us,” Spring told him through his mirror. “They fled once we attacked the mage riding the leader, but we think they’re headed to Arthos.” Vision sighed. He was too old for this. “Do you think you could warn Battleaxe? We’ve got our hands full here.”

“Yes, of course.”

Spring’s face vanished. Vision reached out to Battleaxe and gave her the bad news, then put the mirror away. It looked like she’d been busy, and didn’t have time to talk.

Vision had been skeptical when he first heard what she was planning in Arthos, but the more he thought about it, the more sense it made. Instead of facing the Foslander army head-on, she’d convinced the city leaders to hide their troops throughout the city, along the route the enemy would have to take to the center square and the city council building. They’d erected barricades to block the other routes, and placed archers in key positions to dissuade the Foslanders from trying to break through them. They’d hidden their foot soldiers and archers inside buildings along the designated route, from whence they would attack the enemy troops as they passed.

And now, her plan seemed prescient. It would be impossible for those dragons to harm the Arthos fighters without killing many Foslanders at the same time.

“Did he say dragons?” asked Mist, standing right next to Vision.

“Your hearing isn’t failing any more than mine is,” Vision told her. From their position on the barbican, they had a clear view down the valley and would see the army long before it arrived. “Could you let Her Highness know?”

Mist nodded, then turned to mist, retaking her human form in the courtyard below. Vision wished she’d use the stairs; he’d never get used to that peculiar talent of hers. It startled him every time.

The last time Vision had checked, half of the northern Foslander army was on its way to Castle Greenfield, due to arrive within the hour. He didn’t know if his nerves could handle this anymore. It had been decades since his last field assignment. But Allure had refused to leave the university, and as always, Allure got what she wanted. She hadn’t even needed to raise her voice or argue. She simply announced that she was singlehandedly changing the plan, and the others went along with it. In his old age, Vision was the only one among his colleagues—male or female—who seemed to be immune to her charms. Several of them could resist Intuit, but Allure was stronger.

Taking a deep breath, Vision closed his normal eyes, using the inner one to look afar. He spotted the approaching army, no more than an hour away, now. Gunthar led them, and he had two wraiths with him, as well as another wizard and a witch. Gazing farther, Vision found the other half of the northern forces camped by the river. There were no wraiths with this group, but they did have two witches.

Looking still farther afield, Vision spotted the middle army on its final approach to Arthos. They, too, had a pair of wraiths, as well as three wizards and a witch. Vision didn’t know most of the mages Fosland had fielded in this conflict, and wondered about that. Most mages trained at the university, and Vision had personally taught the majority of the continent’s wizards and witches. He prided himself on remembering every one of them. But it seemed that Henry and Dredmort must have been raising their own private magical army. Vision recognized only Gunthar here in Greenfield and Lane down in Strom.

Try as he might, Vision still couldn’t locate the other seven wraiths. Nor had he been able to find Dredmort or Nineve. They were up to something, but what it was, he couldn’t say. Of course, it didn’t help that his unique ability included vision only. He couldn’t hear anything from afar, nor could he feel the dread that the wraiths usually engendered. And he couldn’t sense magic this way, either.

Vision had checked the lands around the university many times, but they could be hiding a massive army with invisibility spells, and he’d have no way to detect it. He could look out for telltale signs—troops entering or leaving the spell, or smoke rising from fires inside of it. But he’d seen none of these.

“What news, Lord Vision?” a voice said, bringing him back to his body with a jolt. He hadn’t heard Princess Cassandra approaching, so focused he’d been on faraway places.

“The army will move into view at any moment, Your Highness,” he said.

Cassandra nodded, staring off into the valley. Vision had to admit that she’d impressed him. She looked so young and wore an expression of constant fear. But Cassandra possessed a sharp intellect, and while she listened to her advisers, had no trouble making up her own mind. Vision had seen many child rulers in his time, and usually, they were indecisive, constantly second-guessing themselves. But Hadrian had taught his granddaughter to rule, and it showed.

Judging by the plan they’d put into place, the girl was also unwilling to allow her pride to get in the way of her good sense. Another uncommon trait in one so young.

Mist returned to the top of the barbican, along with Cassandra’s military commander. And only minutes later, the head of the Foslander army came into view, far down the valley.

“This is it,” said Mist.

Unlike Strom, they’d planned from the beginning to brace for a siege. Cassandra was able to raise only a few hundred troops on such short notice. Not nearly enough to go head-to-head with the Foslanders, even though they were bringing only half their army. So, they’d assembled the men in the courtyard, and lined the battlements with archers.

The army reached the castle and started forming ranks. They’d brought wagons bearing the building blocks for their siege engines, and their crews got to work assembling those. Gunthar rode up to the gates and called out to the princess. “Surrender now, Your Highness, and you have my word we will let your people live. Otherwise, we will slaughter you along with every man, woman, and child within your walls.”

“Burn in hell, you fat slob!” the princess shouted back.

Vision chuckled under his breath. This one definitely had spunk.

Gunthar pointed his staff and shot a jet of fire at Cassandra. Vision canceled it with a thought, and hit the wizard with a bolt of lightning. It flung him clear off his horse, and he hit the ground twenty feet away. The horse reared and ran back to the army. Gunthar got to his feet, spouting a steady stream of curses as he waddled back to his men.

“Was I out of line?” Cassandra asked.

“I believe it was an appropriate response, Your Highness,” Vision replied.

The Foslanders finished forming their lines. Reunited with his horse, Gunthar rode back and forth in front of them, doing his best to rally them.

“Time to go to work,” Vision said to Mist. “Don’t forget the signals.”

Mist nodded, then climbed onto the nearest crenel. She dove off the wall, transforming into mist as she fell. Within seconds, a dense fog surrounded the enemy army. As planned, Mist confined herself to the regular troops, leaving their view of the siege engines unobstructed.

A horn sounded, and the army advanced. Mist kept them covered, picking off random soldiers with bolts of lightning. Vision smiled as he heard the men scream. They owed Allure this much; she’d been the one to teach Mist to control her powers and to help her cast spells even from this form.

Taking a deep breath, Vision turned his attention to the siege engines. He called fire, igniting the nearest one. But as expected, one of the wraiths canceled his spell. Vision called the magical force, creating a field of darkness around the monsters, then called fire again. This time, the engine went up in flames. Vision ignited the others, but it took the wraiths only a minute or so to escape his spell, and then they extinguished all the flames. He tried canceling their sun shields, but they recast them only an instant later.

The Greenfield archers had started firing into the fog. It was too thick to make out individual soldiers, but they were packed in so close that many found targets anyway, judging from the men’s screams.

Despite the fog, the Foslander archers fired back, in the general direction of the castle. But most of their arrows sailed by harmlessly.

Vision spotted Gunthar by the army’s left flank, pointing his staff and frantically casting spells. He had a feeling the wizard was trying to cancel the fog. This was impossible, of course—it was a sorcerer, not a spell. Mist could not be canceled. Perhaps the Foslanders hadn’t heard of her? So much the better.

Vision kept igniting the siege equipment, using his darkness spell to keep the wraiths occupied. It took a while, but they managed to escape it every time. Eventually, the crews managed to finish assembling the engines, and they began rolling them forward.

Cassandra ordered her commander to put the next phase of their plan into motion. Vision shot blue fireballs into the sky. Moments later, the fog rolled back a bit, exposing the first few rows of soldiers. At the same time, Greenfield’s soldiers left the castle by the postern gate, charging onto the field and engaging the exposed soldiers.

The Greenfielders managed to kill dozens of enemy soldiers before their commanders realized what was happening and ordered the rest of their men to respond. So, the Greenfielders retreated, and Mist expanded the fog to cover the rest of the Foslanders again.

But finally, the siege engines reached the castle. They went to work with the battering ram, hammering away at the gates. And soldiers began making their way up the towers, then lowering the ramps onto the battlements. Greenfielder troops ran up the stairs to the wall to engage the enemy, as the archers fired on the men crossing the ramps.

“It’s time, Your Highness,” Vision told her.

Cassandra nodded. Vision shot red fireballs into the sky before retreating down the steps with the princess.

Mist had to confess that she was having fun picking off the Foslander soldiers one at a time with her lightning spells. She could do this all day. Allure had figured out a way to affect her with magic when she was in this form, but she was confident the Foslander mages wouldn’t discover it. Allure had worked with her for months before finding the solution.

But when she spotted the red fireballs in the sky, she knew her fun was over. It was time to execute the next phase of their plan. She’d almost thought for a little while there, when Vision’s darkness spell stymied the wraiths, that they might win this thing. But it was not to be.

Mist retook her human form a couple of hundred yards beyond the Foslander army. And then she went to work on the mother of all illusion spells. It took her a couple of minutes to mentally prepare, then she unleashed it.

One by one, hundreds upon hundreds of soldiers appeared, mostly infantry, but with a few dozen cavalry as well. At their head was Prince Viggo—Mist had only met him once, so she was pretty sure her illusion was way off, but it hardly mattered. Then with a wave of her hand, horns sounded, and the imaginary prince led his illusory army into battle.

The Foslanders, suddenly free of the fog, turned in confusion. Without a sorcerer in their midst, they were unable to detect the magic Mist had cast. They had no way to tell that the army wasn’t real. Their commanders frantically ordered their men to advance on the newcomers. Their archers fired, and their arrows found unreal targets. The illusory men even screamed as they fell; Mist was particularly proud of that. It had taken her years to master all the little details in an illusion this large.

But as the Foslanders approached, Mist knew it was time for her to get out of there. Once the armies engaged, her spell would start to break down. There was no way to keep so many moving parts under control in that kind of chaos. Men would start disappearing instead of displaying the normal behavior when stabbed and hacked with swords. The enemy would realize they’d been duped.

So, Mist transformed, rolling over to the castle, and seeping up and over the walls. She retook her human form in the courtyard and hurried inside the keep. Running down to the basement, she found Vision guiding the last of the Greenfielders into the entry to the hidden tunnel.

Once she’d moved inside, she helped Vision pull the section of stone wall that served as a door back into place. Vision magically sealed the entry and then headed up the passage with her.

“Were you delayed?” he asked. “I was beginning to worry.”

“No delay. I was simply admiring my spell work as long as I could.”

Vision only chuckled in reply.

Cassandra’s mages had called fire to provide some light, but it was still very dark. Mist called a flame to provide a little more illumination. They marched for fifteen minutes, then reached a fork in the passage. Vision explained that if they continued straight, they’d emerge on the other side of the mountain. But they turned left instead.

Once they’d moved a dozen yards into the new passage, Vision called earth, bringing down the ceiling to seal off this route. Then, they continued.

Ten minutes later, they reached their destination. The tunnel kept going, and Vision told her that it would eventually emerge in a canyon. There was a path there that led to a fort in the hills, but they weren’t going to the fort.

Their destination was marked by a heavy metal door in a recess in the wall. Inside was a giant cavern, where Cassandra had stockpiled several weeks of supplies. There was a ventilation shaft that led up to the surface that could also serve as an escape route in an emergency.

Vision stepped into the cavern, closing the door behind him. Mist cast an illusion of a stone wall over the recess, hiding the door. Then she transformed, slipping through the cracks around the door’s edge, and reconstituting herself inside the cavern.

Finally, Vision magically sealed the door, and they hunkered down for an extended stay. Vision pulled out his mirror and contacted Madeline to let her know their situation.


Chapter 20
Arthos


Cyclone stood atop the roof of the three-story building at the west end of the city, invisible to observers, gazing out at the approaching army. The structure served as a boarding house, but the owner lived on the top floor, and had built a patio on the flat roof. He’d fled Arthos in advance of the attack, and the city council had requisitioned the building for the battle. This patio provided the perfect vantage point for Cyclone to do her work. It had a view of the west road, which the army had to take to get here. And it overlooked the abandoned guard station below, which they’d have to pass on their way into the city. But there were several other tall structures nearby, each of them providing a similar view, so the enemy would have no reason to suspect she was operating from this building.

Battleaxe had worked with the commander of the city guard to barricade the city’s other entry points, but Cyclone had no doubt this was the way they’d come. It was the direct path from the river, and nobody wanted to march an army miles out of its way if it could be avoided.

The city’s forces were embedded inside the buildings lining the road. They’d wait until the head of the army reached the center square, then they’d execute their ambush. But it was Cyclone’s job to diminish that force as much as possible before it ever entered the city.

The army halted about fifty yards from the city. Cyclone figured that the lack of apparent resistance must have their commanders worried. Surely, they would have expected to encounter the city guard assembled to engage them outside the city. She sensed the wraiths, then spotted them, two black riders wreathed in shadow, gathered together with four other robed figures, who had to be the mages.

Cyclone started to wonder if they’d try a different route after all, or wait there to do some reconnaissance first. But then the mages and wraiths moved off to the sides of the road, and the army advanced. Sure, Cyclone thought. Send in the expendables first and let them take the brunt of whatever the enemy was about to throw at them. Well, it was all the same to her; she’d do her job either way.

As the front lines approached her position, Cyclone went to work. First, she called air and water, drawing storm clouds over the area. Once the sky had grown dark as night, she brought down the rain, and raised a gale. Then she called lightning. Bolt after bolt struck the army, shaking the earth with thunder. She heard men scream in terror as the storm intensified.

Cyclone spotted the four mages trying to cancel her spells, but they didn’t possess the power. She hurled a tornado at them, tossing them high into the air. The wraiths were no longer with them, though; Cyclone spared a moment’s thought to wonder where they might have gone.

Somehow, the commanders got their troops to keep marching. But the going was slow; the storm had flooded the road, turning much of it to mud. Cyclone was glad she wasn’t a Foslander soldier.

Next, she let up on the lightning and dropped the temperature. Within minutes the road froze, and Cyclone brought in the wind from the east. This drove the soldiers back from the city limits; they had trouble getting traction on the ice.

The Foslander mages must have returned, because they called fire to melt the ice, and their troops pressed forward. Cyclone grinned. She called down snow next, and kept up the wind. This reduced their visibility to zero, and the army’s progress slowed to a crawl.

Cyclone went back to calling lightning, picking off a few soldiers at a time. Their mages tried canceling her spells again, but to no avail. Cyclone hurled another tornado, ridding herself of the mages again, then spinning the twister right up the middle of the army. Men flew through the sky, screaming as they went.

Despite the onslaught, the Foslanders kept advancing. It was painfully slow, but once their front lines made it past her position, Cyclone ended her barrage, as planned. As the army moved up the road into the city, she surveyed the damage she’d inflicted. It looked like she’d cut their number in half. Not bad, she thought. The city defenders should have no trouble taking care of the rest.

Cyclone moved to the front of the building and watched the army go by below. Almost a half hour passed, and she was sure the front lines had to be reaching the city square by then. Sure enough, she heard the city’s belltowers start ringing moments later: that was the signal.

Archers opened fire from upper-level windows, picking off the soldiers below. It took several moments for the troops to realize what was happening, but then they sent people into the buildings to take out the archers. But the city guards were waiting for them. Their commander had assigned a handful of men to every building that housed an archer.

The archers continued their work, picking off the Foslanders one at a time. When the men who’d gone into the buildings failed to return, they sent more in after them. Had their commanders not yet realized they were sending them to their slaughter? Cyclone almost thought this had been too easy.

Battleaxe had found the commander of the Arthos city guard surprisingly easy to work with. She’d gone into their planning meeting expecting him to resist her every suggestion—because she was an outsider, and worse, a female. But apparently, he’d heard of her and some of the campaigns she’d led and knew she’d trained at the Bastion, so was perfectly willing to defer to her.

Arthos was not laid out the traditional way, so the usual tactics didn’t apply. It was vastly larger than any other city in Dorshire or Maeda, had no walls, and there was no castle. But if Fosland wanted to take the city, that meant capturing or killing the assembly. They couldn’t leave town, because that would amount to a surrender. So, Battleaxe had them holed up in the council building, and she’d placed protective shield spells around the structure. Henry’s army would have to get through her to get to them.

They had Cyclone positioned by the western entry to the city, and she’d give them hell on their way in. Ideally, she would cut their numbers in half.

The city guard didn’t stand a chance against the Foslanders in a pitched battle. But the city’s layout afforded them an opportunity to engage in some unconventional tactics. Battleaxe had the city’s forces hiding in the buildings along the west road through the city. The plan was to have them ambush whatever remained of the enemy army as it marched to the center square.

Finally, she’d positioned the guard’s most elite fighters here in the square with her. They would finish off any troops that made it this far. And the three non-sorcerer mages from the university were here, too, along with several wizards and witches who worked for Arthos, ready to cover Battleaxe and the guards.

If all went according to plan, they’d decimate Henry’s army and save the city. They did have a backup plan, but Battleaxe felt confident they wouldn’t need to resort to that.

Vision had provided them with plenty of warning in advance of the army’s arrival. And when Battleaxe spotted the storm clouds and lightning in the distance, she knew Cyclone had engaged them.

Finally, the first troops reached the center square. Battleaxe had to give them credit. Despite everything Cyclone had thrown at them, they remained focused and organized. She almost felt bad carrying out the rest of their plan.

But as the soldiers poured into the square, Battleaxe let go of her conscious self and entered her combat trance. The Foslanders attacked with their swords, and she wielded her weapons as if they were an extension of herself. Her awareness encompassed only the immediate threats, her response guided by her years of training and practice. She made no decisions, exerted no will, instead allowing her body to react to every attack on its own.

Time seemed to slow down, and Battleaxe was merely an observer. Her axes deflected every cut and thrust, then severed limbs and heads. Minutes might have gone by, or hours, she couldn’t tell. But then she fell out of her trance when the attacks stopped.

Looking around the square, Battleaxe realized that the troops had given up trying to defeat her, directing their onslaught at the city guards instead. They fought well, and the mages hidden in the surrounding buildings assisted, mostly using fire spells to incinerate the enemy soldiers from within.

Battleaxe was about to throw herself back into the fray, but that’s when she heard the roaring in the distance. The rest of the combatants had heard it, too, and the center square grew still and quiet as the fighting stopped. Moving toward the west road, Battleaxe searched for the source of the sound. And that’s when she spotted them. Beasts that were supposed to exist only in myth and legend. But there they were: dragons flying over the outskirts of the city and breathing fire on the buildings lining the road. The same structures the city guards were using for cover.

Battleaxe hoisted both weapons over one shoulder, then pulled out her mirror to contact the university.

Khaldun was sitting at the table in the council chamber, across from Madeline and a couple of the other governors. They’d heard from Vision that morning that the armies headed to Greenfield and Strom would arrive that day, and that the army assigned to Arthos was finally getting ready to move.

As the day had worn on, they’d received troubling updates. Princess Cassandra hadn’t been able to raise as many levies as she’d hoped, largely, she believed, because of the short notice they’d been given. So, they’d gone into that battle expecting to evacuate, and that was indeed how it had gone. Vision and Mist were now holed up in a hidden cavern with the princess, her household, and their levies.

The news from Strom was worse. At first, it had seemed that the combined forces from Strom and Highgate would decimate the enemy army. Then the dragons arrived. Nobody had seen that coming, and none of them knew how to fight such a beast. So, they’d improvised, and managed to drive the monsters off, but not before they’d turned the tide. In the end, the Foslanders had successfully besieged the castle, and seemed content to trap its occupants inside for the time being. They had siege engines ready to go, but had not yet employed them.

Khaldun figured the dragon he and Syllith had seen perched on top of the Darkhold had to have something to do with the ones in the attack, but didn’t know what the connection might be. He had mentioned this to Madeline, but she didn’t know, either.

And the last they’d heard, the third army was on its way to Arthos. Battleaxe had devised a clever plan to use the city layout to their advantage.

Yet, still, there had been no sign of Dredmort or Nineve, and seven of Fosland’s eleven wraiths were still unaccounted for. Vision could find them nowhere. Khaldun had flown patrols around the university’s territory several times that day, but had no more success than Vision. And Khaldun was able to bring all his senses to bear, unlike Vision, but still found no sign of the missing forces. He’d flown low over the areas outside the university’s lands, hoping to locate the wraiths by the telltale sense of dread that always came when they were near. But he’d sensed nothing.

Khaldun thought his nerves might drive him mad. It was so frustrating to sit here, waiting for news, without being able to do anything to help. He got to his feet and started pacing back and forth across the room, and finally, Madeline suggested that he go fly another patrol.

Heading out of the building, Khaldun unfurled his carpet and took to the sky. He flew north, out beyond the barrier, then moved in low over the border territory in Stiles. From there, he headed east, then turned south when he reached the Mayne, flying low over the river. Maybe the missing Foslanders would attack by water? Anything was possible. But Khaldun sensed no spells.

He turned west, heading over land again once he’d reached the border with Roses. But here, too, he found no evidence of hidden troops, mages, or wraiths. Reaching the border with Perrin, he continued his course around the university, finally completing the circuit back in Stiles. Though he felt certain the Foslanders had to be out there somewhere, he could find no sign of them. He hadn’t ventured too far into any of the other princedoms, though, and suspected they were holding their people back precisely because they wanted to avoid detection—until they were ready to attack. That’s what they’d done with the armies headed to Greenfield, Arthos, and Strom, the only difference being that the university and its allies had detected those forces.

Khaldun returned to the quad, rolled up his carpet, and headed back into the administrative building. Leaving his carpet leaning against the wall outside the door, he went into the council chamber—and stopped short. Sitting across from Madeline were Allure and Semblant. They turned to see who had come in, but said nothing. Khaldun sat at the far end of the table, as far from them as possible.

Allison and Mira had each had a lesson with Allure that morning, and the sorcerer had continued to act as if everything were normal. But she and Khaldun hadn’t engaged in conversation since the night he visited her house.

“Any news?” Khaldun asked Madeline.

“None since you left,” she replied.

Moments later, Khaldun heard footsteps approaching from the corridor. Turning, he saw Syllith enter the room, then freeze in her tracks when she spotted Allure and Semblant. But she recovered quickly, taking a seat next to Khaldun.

He updated her on everything that had transpired so far in Strom, Greenfield, and Arthos. She took it all in, her expression grave, but said nothing. They sat in uncomfortable silence for several minutes, until finally, someone reached out to Madeline through her mirror.

“Battleaxe,” she said, gazing into the glass.

“We require assistance—the battle was ours but then four dragons showed up. They’re burning down the buildings lining the west road. We’re making a stand in the city square, but I don’t know how long we’ll last.”

“We’ll send reinforcements immediately,” Madeline said. “Battleaxe, are you there? Battleaxe?” She turned to the others. “Arthos needs our help.”

“I’ll go,” said Khaldun, getting to his feet.

“Me, too,” said Semblant, rising from his chair.

Allure and Syllith gazed at each other for a moment, then Allure said, “I’ll remain here. We can’t weaken the university’s defenses any further.”

“I’ll stay, too,” said Syllith.

“They may need to evacuate, in which case we’ll need to send as many carpets as possible,” said Madeline. “With Warhammer and Allure here, we should be all right.”

Syllith shook her head. “I need to be here if Fosland attacks.” Getting to her feet, she added to Khaldun, “I’ll walk you out.”

Khaldun turned to Semblant and said, “I’ve encountered a dragon before. Cancel the air beneath them. It’ll rob them of their lift, and they’ll fall from the sky.”

Semblant gazed at him for a moment, then nodded. Khaldun followed Syllith out of the building, grabbing his carpet on the way out. They trotted down the steps and moved out of the way, watching Allure and Semblant as they exited the building and hurried off toward the governors’ mansions.

Once they were out of earshot, Syllith said, “I don’t trust this. With almost everyone gone, and all three cities under siege, this would be the perfect time for Allure to act. Do whatever you need to do in Arthos, then get back here as quickly as you can.”

“I will.”

“I’m going to contact Enigma and ask him to return with Sage immediately. We’re going to need all the help we can get.”

“Watch yourself,” Khaldun told her. “If Allure is the traitor, she might try taking you out before making her move. She knows we suspect her.”

Syllith nodded. “I’m going to find Warhammer. She won’t try anything if we’re together.”

“Good luck,” he said.

“You, too, sorcerer,” she replied with a grim smile.

Khaldun unfurled his carpet and took off into the sky. He flew as fast as he could toward Arthos as the sun neared the horizon. He spotted the city from afar by the flames rising from its western quarter. As he drew closer, he saw the four dragons laying waste to everything around the west road. Their flames were spreading, though, and if they didn’t do something, the entire city would burn.

Khaldun was about to cancel the air beneath one of the beasts, but then thought better of it. The dragons would do even more damage if they crashed inside the city. Instead, he hurled a jet of fire at the closest one. The flames didn’t seem to harm it, but it bellowed in rage before banking hard and pursuing Khaldun. He flew fast, leading it out of the city. The dragon gave chase, trying to incinerate him as they flew; Khaldun stayed ahead of the flames.

Once they’d moved beyond the city limits, he dodged out of the way, then canceled the air below the dragon. The beast fell out of the sky, howling in rage. Khaldun watched it crash into the ground, tumbling tail over snout, then flew back into Arthos.

Khaldun spotted Semblant heading north, leading one of the other dragons away from the city. He shot flames at the third, then raced out of the city again once he was sure it was following. As they approached the river, Khaldun called air again, robbing the beast of its lift. It roared as it fell, and Khaldun spotted the rider on its back.

He took off to lure the last dragon, but Semblant got to it first. But as Khaldun circled above the city, he spotted one of the others heading directly toward him. Dragons were notoriously tough, so he wasn’t too surprised that its fall hadn’t caused significant injury. This time, he didn’t have to do anything to attract its attention—it was hunting him. Khaldun raced to the south, then knocked the dragon out of the air again once they were clear of the city.

In the end, he and Semblant had to rob the animals of their flight a couple more times before they finally gave up. The rider fled south on his steed, and the other three followed. Khaldun followed for a while, giving them a wide berth, to see if they’d return. Once he was sure they weren’t coming back, Khaldun headed back to Arthos. Semblant had already gone to work canceling the flames now engulfing the city. Khaldun assisted, and after several minutes, they managed to put out all the fires.

Khaldun headed to the center square. He found the battle raging, dozens of Henry’s men fighting the remnant of the city guard, and spotted a giant knot of combatants near the council building. At its center, Battleaxe moved like a whirlwind, wielding her weapons so fast they were a blur. Every soldier who came close fell to her blades; Khaldun had never witnessed anything like it.

Khaldun landed in the square, Semblant right behind him. Somehow, Battleaxe seemed to sense their arrival, because at that moment, she called a shield spell around herself and dropped to one knee. At the same moment, a tornado came out of nowhere, flinging the Foslanders around the sorcerer into the air. Then the twister faded, and Battleaxe ran over to meet Khaldun and Semblant.

“The Foslanders outnumber the remaining city guard at least five to one,” she told them. “Cyclone and I have been taking out as many as we can, but they’re using our own tactics against us, hiding in the nearby buildings until they’re needed.”

“What about your other mages?”

“They’ve taken positions in the surrounding structures, too, but the Foslander mages have kept them neutralized. Hopefully with you two here, we can turn the tide.”

Just then, a group of Foslanders charged toward them. Khaldun gathered a fire spell, but Battleaxe went to work before he could throw it. She moved through the soldiers with incredible speed, cutting them down with her axes.

Khaldun got back on his carpet and rose twenty feet in the air. Then he started incinerating enemy soldiers one at a time. Semblant changed himself into a giant, and his carpet into a club. Khaldun hadn’t known he could transform anything but himself, but realized that made sense—he’d have to alter his clothing, so why not his carpet? He wondered if he could change objects from afar, too, but the answer would have to wait. Semblant stomped around the square, swinging his weapon back and forth, batting the Foslanders through the air, and, Khaldun thought, probably crushing their skulls on impact. He couldn’t see where Cyclone was, but was certain she was the one picking off soldiers at random with lightning bolts.

Twenty minutes later, the fight was over and won. The last enemy commander surrendered, turning himself and his remaining men over to the city guard. Fewer than a hundred Foslanders remained; Khaldun knew they’d started this battle with over two thousand soldiers, and felt appalled. The loss of life was tragic, and ultimately pointless for the Foslanders.

Khaldun landed in the square. Semblant’s club changed back into a carpet when he dropped it on the ground, and he returned to his normal size. Cyclone emerged from one of the buildings, marching an enemy witch and wizard in front of her; she’d confiscated their wands. Fosland’s other two mages emerged from across the square and surrendered as well.

“What became of their wraiths?” Khaldun asked Battleaxe.

“We think they fled when Cyclone unleashed her wrath at the start of the battle, but we’re not sure,” she replied with a shrug. “We haven’t seen them since then.”

“We should get back to the university,” said Semblant.

“Yes, right away,” Khaldun agreed. He still didn’t know what to make of the sorcerer. Although he’d certainly done his part to help claim victory against Fosland here, he couldn’t help but wonder if he’d be fighting for the other side once they’d returned to the university. “Will you and Cyclone be joining us?”

Battleaxe considered it for a moment, gazing around the square. “Take Cyclone and the rest of the university mages with you. I’ll remain here, just in case the wraiths return. I’ve still got the mirror, so I’ll contact Madeline if anything comes up.”

Semblant took off and flew away without another word.

“What’s with him?” Battleaxe asked.

“I wish I knew,” Khaldun replied with a sigh.

Battleaxe went to confer with Cyclone. She seemed reluctant to leave, but agreed in the end. Khaldun got her and the other three mages positioned on his carpet, waved goodbye to Battleaxe, and then shot into the sky and sped south.


Chapter 21
Murder


Khaldun dreaded what they might discover at the university. He half-expected to find the protective barrier gone and the campus in flames. It was dark by the time they’d arrived, so it was impossible to see much, but there was no sign of trouble. The barrier was still in place, at least, and Khaldun had to open a portal to fly through, closing it again behind him.

He landed in front of the quad, tucked his carpet into the void, and went inside the main building with Cyclone and the others. They found Madeline in the council chamber with a couple of the other governors. Khaldun started telling her what had happened in Arthos, but she stopped him—Battleaxe had already updated her.

Madeline told them that all was well at the university, and as recently as an hour before their arrival, Vision had seen no evidence of an enemy force approaching the territory. Khaldun remained skeptical, however. It was hard to shake the feeling of impending doom. But the siege continued at Strom with no attempt by Fosland to take the castle, and Vision’s group was safe in their cavern. The Foslanders held Castle Greenfield, and the river front region, but hadn’t pursued them.

Khaldun headed over to Enigma’s house. Warhammer was just leaving as Khaldun approached the front entry. “Hello,” he said. The sorcerer only grunted in response. He seemed annoyed.

Going inside, Khaldun found Syllith trotting down the steps to meet him. They sat down at the dining room table.

“What’s wrong with Warhammer?” he asked.

“He thinks I’m overly suspicious of Allure and Semblant.”

“Does he believe we’re wrong to expect an attack here?”

“No, he agrees about that.”

“Then who does he think is the traitor?”

“He’s not convinced there is one,” she said with a shrug. “I even told him about my conversations with Nyro, but he thinks she only told me about a traitor to manipulate me and sow distrust among the governors.”

“How does he think they’d get through the barrier if there’s no traitor?”

“He pointed out that if Dredmort used the first artifact to contact Nyro, she could have taught him a way to take the barrier down from the outside.”

“I thought that wasn’t possible?” said Khaldun.

“In theory, it’s not. But it’s Nyro we’re talking about, so who knows?”

“Has Warhammer destroyed the new artifact?”

“Yes. Just a little while ago.”

Khaldun felt a twinge of doubt—she’d told him once before that she’d had it destroyed. But he didn’t sense anything tucked into the void around her. He’d have to check the hiding place in the library before he left. “Vision told Madeline that he’s seen no evidence of an imminent attack here.”

“We haven’t seen anything, either. I flew patrol a few times, and Warhammer reluctantly kept an eye on Allure’s house when I was out.”

“Could we be wrong? I’m sure Henry will attack us at some point, but maybe sacking the three cities was the real goal—for now, anyway.”

“I’ve been second-guessing this, too,” she told him. “But we must remain vigilant. Two of the missing wraiths showed up in Arthos, but then disappeared again. So, we still have seven unaccounted for. Plus Dredmort and Nineve. And only Greenfield was a rout for them. They would have lost in Strom were it not for the dragons, and they did lose in Arthos despite them. It’s not like Henry to be overconfident. Keeping Dredmort, Nineve, and the majority of the wraiths out of those conflicts must mean that they’re up to something else.”

Khaldun considered this for a moment. “Semblant transformed into a giant in the battle, and turned his carpet into a club. I didn’t realize he could do that, but I guess it makes sense, as he has to alter his clothing when he shapeshifts.”

“Yes, that’s correct,” Syllith replied.

“Can he transform things from a distance?”

“No, he has to be touching something to alter it. And anything he changes returns to its original form as soon as he breaks contact.”

“Yes, his club did turn back into a carpet the moment he dropped it,” Khaldun said with a nod. “Did you reach Enigma?”

“Yes, but he can’t leave the Pythan border yet. They found some significant breaches in the wards near one of the watchtowers, so he and Sage need to patch those, first.”

“What does he think about the damage the monks are doing at the temple?”

“He agrees that the spells they’re using wouldn’t work there. But he’ll go take a look for himself when he gets a chance.”

Khaldun nodded. “So… I guess now, we wait?”

“Unfortunately, that’s all we can do,” Syllith agreed. “Are you hungry? Archibald should have dinner ready any minute, now.”

Khaldun realized that he was famished, so he agreed to stay. This also gave him an opportunity to go upstairs and check the library while they were waiting for their food. But there was nothing tucked into the void there, either. It seemed the artifact was truly gone this time.

After dinner, Khaldun headed over to the dorm to see Mira. He found her curled up in her bed. Allison wasn’t there.

“What’s wrong?” he asked, sitting beside her.

Mira sighed. “It’s been a long day. What happened in Arthos?”

Khaldun gave her the full story. “How was Allure during your lesson today?” he asked when he was done.

“Totally normal. We kept working on expanding my null. Oh, and its resting state has increased to about twenty feet in diameter.”

“Resting state?”

“If I do nothing to control it. Before I got here, it was only a few feet across. But it’s been growing. Allure wants me to work on keeping my channels closed during the day to avoid interfering with people practicing magic.”

“What happens when you’re asleep?”

“There’s nothing I can do then. My null will be there.”

“Did Allison have a lesson today?”

“Oh, she sure did.”

“What does that mean?”

“Allure took her out to the pastures and had her work on summoning ghouls.”

“Are you kidding me? After what happened the other night?”

“Especially after that,” said Mira. “Allure wanted to make sure she learned how to control it. So, she taught her how to banish it. I guess she did it a few times with Allure. But Allison wanted to work on it more, so she begged me to go with her.”

“Why did she need you?”

“Well, she didn’t for the ghoul. Khaldun, she has total control of it now. She had me close my channels, and then she summoned one, and it tried to attack us. But she stopped it. Forced the thing to charge across the pasture. And then she banished it.”

“Impressive,” said Khaldun.

“Well, that wasn’t enough for her. She wanted to try summoning a demon. And that’s why she wanted me there.”

“What?”

“Allure taught her how to summon and banish one, but didn’t let her try it yet. So, Allison wanted to work on it before her next lesson. And she wanted me there to help in case she lost control.”

“So, what happened?”

“Nothing,” said Mira. “I refused to help. I told her she was mad. But she wasn’t willing to try it without me there. We ended up having a huge argument.”

“Where is she now?”

“She went to stay with Dana—she was so angry with me. I feel bad, but I was scared. And I can’t believe she wanted to experiment with a demon after what happened to her in Spanbrook.”

“Agreed,” Khaldun said with a sigh.

“Do you think you could go talk to her? This was her room way before it was mine—it’s not right that she feels she can’t stay here. We only had a disagreement—there’s no reason for her not to return.”

“Sure, I’ll see what I can do. Where does Dana live?”

Mira told him where to find the house, and Khaldun headed out. Walking to the front of the quad, he continued across the grounds to the main road. He continued east along that for several minutes, then found the little yellow cottage where Dana lived. He knocked on the door, and the witch answered moments later.

“I’m sorry to disturb you,” said Khaldun. “But I was hoping to talk to Allison. Is she here?”

Dana nodded and let him inside. Allison was sitting on the floor in front of the fireplace, staring into the flames.

“Are you all right?” Dana asked Allison.

Allison shot her a smile. “Yes. Thank you.”

“I’ll be in my bedroom if you need me.”

Dana left them alone, and Khaldun sat in a plush chair facing Allison.

“Mira told me what happened today.” Allison didn’t say anything. “She feels bad for making you feel like you had to leave. It was your room first, after all.”

“I know. I just wanted some time to cool off.”

“Mira was scared. And I can’t say that I blame her. The two of us had an encounter with a demon once, and the experience was terrifying.”

Allison scoffed. “You don’t need to tell me…”

“I know. I was⁠—”

“You don’t know! Myrddin’s demon terrorized me for months! It used Nomad to rape me! I know you were there at the end, and perhaps that wasn’t your first experience with such a monster. But I endured a living hell with a demon that had fixated on me. To this day, I have nightmares about it.”

“Mira told me. But in light of that, I’m having trouble understanding why⁠—”

“Why I’d want to summon one now?” Khaldun nodded. “Because I’m terrified of it. I have to face that fear or I’ll never get over it. Allure told me I possess within me the power to rival Nyro one day. And she taught me how to summon and banish a demon.

“Myrddin’s demon shattered me. Stole my confidence. Planted this seed of terror inside of me. And the only way I can put myself back together is to take control of this power I allegedly have and use it to face my fear head-on.

“But despite what you and Mira think, I’m not mad. I’m not willing to try it by myself. But with Mira’s null, we’d be perfectly safe. If I lose control of the thing, she can stop it from harming us—or possessing us.”

Khaldun sighed. “I understand. But why not wait until you can do it with Allure?”

“She doesn’t think I’m ready yet. But I know I am. My power has grown so much since she started working with me. I want Mira there as a precaution, but I’m certain I can do this.”

“All right. Come on,” said Khaldun, getting to his feet. “Let’s do this.”

“Now?”

“Yes, why not?”

“But what about Mira⁠—”

“I’ll talk to her.”

Allison hesitated a moment longer, but then stood up and ran over to Dana’s room to let her know that she was leaving. Then, she headed out the door with Khaldun. They reached the dorm, and he suggested that she wait in the corridor for a moment. He went into the room and sat down on the bed with Mira again.

“That was fast,” she said. “Did you talk to her?”

“I did,” said Khaldun, taking a deep breath. “And I think we should help her with the demon. She’s waiting in the corridor.”

“What?” Mira replied. “Khaldun, no! Have you forgotten what happened with the ghoul? My null didn’t stop it!”

“That’s different—ghouls have physical form, like us. Your null couldn’t prevent it from using its body but it did rob it of magic. Demons have no physical form of their own. They’re more powerful than ghouls, but can interact with our world only through magic. And your null would cripple it. The demon will not be able to possess us or do us any harm.”

Mira locked eyes with him. “You’re certain?”

“Yes, I am. Normally, I would do everything I could to dissuade Allison from trying this. And she doesn’t wish to attempt it unless you’re there. Only your presence can ensure our safety.”

“All right,” Mira said with a sigh. “I hope I don’t end up regretting this. If Madeline finds out, we could end up in serious trouble.”

“We’ll have to make sure she doesn’t find out,” Khaldun said with a grin.

They met Allison in the corridor, then headed out of the building. Allison led them out to the pastures. The field was awash in moonlight, and there was nobody else around.

“I want to try this without your assistance at first,” Allison told Mira. “So, you’ll need to close your channels of power. But if I lose control of it, then we’ll need your null.”

Mira nodded. She focused for a moment, then said, “They’re closed.”

Allison held her arms out to her sides, a look of steely determination on her face. There was a crack of thunder, and Khaldun heard a low moaning sound emanating from somewhere across the pasture. Finally, he spotted a shadow growing out of the ground, quickly growing to more than twenty feet tall. It looked like smoke at first, but formed the shape of a human, its eyes glowing red.

The demon drifted toward them, and Khaldun felt an icy chill run down his spine. Allison held out one hand toward the monster, and it froze, howling in rage. It began twisting and writhing in the air, seemingly trying to escape Allison’s control.

Allison grunted with the effort, but held the demon in check. But suddenly, it fought her off with a burst of power, knocking Allison to the ground. It flew over her, and Khaldun was about to tell Mira to open her channels, but then Allison regained control. Getting to her feet, she drove the demon back. The monster howled again, struggling against Allison’s magic.

“That’s enough,” said Khaldun. “You’ve proven your mastery over it, now send it back to the spirit realm!”

Allison nodded, taking a deep breath and holding out both hands toward the monster. But then she lost control again. The demon shot toward Khaldun. At the same moment, Mira screamed, and the demon passed right through him—he knew she must have opened her channels. Turning, Khaldun found the demon hovering directly in front of him, its burning red eyes boring into him. Mira’s null had made it impossible for the demon to possess him.

“Close your channels and let me try again,” said Allison.

“Are you sure?” asked Mira, a quaver in her voice. Allison fixed her gaze on the demon, both arms extended toward it, and nodded. “They’re closed.”

The demon shot toward Allison, but then froze, struggling to free itself from her control. But then it turned back into smoke, slowly dissipating in the breeze. Allison swooned, but Khaldun caught her before she hit the ground.

“Are you all right?” he asked, helping her back to her feet. He realized she was sweating.

“Yes, thank you,” she said, standing on her own and smiling. “The effort drained me. But I did it! Thank you both for the help—I needed this.”

“We made a good team,” Mira told her.

“Yes, we did,” Allison said, hugging her. “I apologize for shouting at you earlier.”

“Me, too,” said Mira. “I was scared, but you’ve shown that we both possess more power than we might have believed.”

Khaldun walked back to the dorm with them, relieved to put this experience behind him. He understood Allison’s need to face her fear, but was not eager to do it again.

They sat up late chatting about the day’s events, but finally grew tired and went to bed. Khaldun lay next to Mira, and she fell asleep in his arms. But he found he was too anxious to sleep. He wondered if even now, Fosland was preparing to attack.

After a couple of hours of tossing and turning, he finally gave up. Slipping out of bed, he donned his robes, grabbed his carpet, and headed outside. Shooting into the sky, he passed through the barrier and flew around the perimeter of the university’s lands. And this time, as he passed low over the border with Roses, he felt a sense of dread wash over him: there were wraiths nearby.

The feeling passed. Khaldun made himself invisible and circled back around, flying lower over the area where he’d first sensed them. The sense of dread was stronger this time—there had to be more than one wraith.

He sensed magic, here, too. Focusing on it, he realized that it was a massive invisibility spell. Removing the magic, Khaldun gasped. There were hundreds of troops gathered below, only a matter of yards from the barrier. It wasn’t an entire army, but there were more than enough troops to overrun the university. Khaldun spotted seven wraiths, along with half a dozen mages, but didn’t see Dredmort or Nineve among them. Four of the wraiths were positioned at the four corners around the area that had been covered by the spell. They must have realized they were visible, because they put the spell back in place moments later.

Khaldun headed toward the river—he didn’t want to risk opening a portal in the barrier so close to the enemy forces. But at that moment, something massive came out of nowhere, flying on a course similar to his, and Khaldun ran into it before he could react. The impact disoriented him and he lost control of the carpet—and his invisibility spell. Losing altitude, he finally managed to recast the magic that kept him aloft.

But an instant later, there was an ear-splitting roar, and a jet of fire shot toward him. It took all his focus to cancel the flames, and he lost control of the carpet again. Plummeting earthward, he tried to climb, but it was too late. Grazing the treetops, his spells unraveled, and he tumbled through the branches. His impact on the ground knocked the wind out of him; his carpet landed on top of him.

Throwing it off and scrambling to his feet, Khaldun heard another roar. Gazing skyward, he spotted giant wings streaking by through the openings between the branches. That could only have been a dragon.

Khaldun had to warn Syllith and the others. Making himself invisible again, he got back on his carpet and flew low through the trees. The dragons seemed to be searching for him—they roared several more times, and he spotted them through the branches flying back and forth.

Khaldun finally reached a clearing and shot into the sky. He spotted the dragons circling the area, and it did seem like they were searching for him. Khaldun canceled the air beneath the closest one, and it roared its fury as it tumbled toward the ground. He knocked the other three out of the sky, then sped off toward the river.

Turning north, he opened a portal in the barrier, flew through it, then closed it again behind him. At least the barrier was still in place—maybe he could warn Syllith and the others before someone removed it.

It was late, so Khaldun flew as fast as he could to the governors’ mansions. Everyone would probably be asleep at this hour. Reaching Enigma’s house, he tucked his carpet into the void and ran inside, calling out for Syllith. There was no answer, so he ran up to her bedroom. But she wasn’t there—the bed was still made.

“Shit,” he muttered. He tried contacting her with his mirror, but couldn’t reach her.

Running back outside, he hurried over to Warhammer’s house. He banged on the door several times, but there was no answer. Khaldun didn’t have time for this. He used his magic to unlock it, then ran inside.

“Warhammer?” he called out. There was no answer. Calling a flame to light his way, he ran upstairs and found the sorcerer lying in his bed. “Warhammer?” he repeated, but the man didn’t stir. Stepping closer to the bed, Khaldun froze and gasped. Warhammer was lying flat on his back, the covers pushed down by his feet. There was a gaping wound in his chest, and blood all over the sheets. The sorcerer was dead.

Khaldun stumbled back across the room, panic threatening to overwhelm him. The barrier was still intact, but someone had murdered Warhammer. There had to be a traitor in their midst.

Khaldun ran outside again, then stopped in his tracks, staring at Allure’s house. There was light inside. He still worried that she or Semblant could be traitors, but neither was he convinced. After a moment of indecision, Khaldun finally headed to the front door. If they were turncoats, then maybe he could stop them before they took down the barrier and let Henry’s troops enter the university. And avenge Warhammer, he thought, feeling rage bubbling up inside him now.

Khaldun pounded on the front door, ready for anything. But there was no answer. He tried again, but it remained silent inside. Finally, he tried the door. It was locked, but he used his magic to open it.

Stepping into the entryway, he scanned the area, but didn’t see anyone. He creeped through the dining room and kitchen, but found no sign of anyone being home.

“Allure?” he called out. “Semblant?”

There was no answer. A sense of dread washed over him—what if someone had murdered them? He hurried up the steps and checked the bedrooms, but there was nobody here, and the beds were still made.

Khaldun sighed with relief; he’d been expecting the worst. Hurrying back out of the house, he gazed around at the other mansions for a moment. He had no idea who lived where, and Cyclone was the only other sorcerer still on campus. But at this hour, the rest of the governors would probably be home, too. He decided to wake everyone he could find.

Running over to the next house, he banged on the door a couple of times, then let himself inside when there was no answer. Hurrying up to the bedrooms, he found nobody home.

Khaldun found Madeline at the next house, and warned her about the troops waiting outside the border, and Warhammer’s murder. Her eyes registered shock, but also grim resolve.

“We need to alert the others,” she said.

“Neither Allure nor Syllith is home. Where does Cyclone live?” he asked.

Cyclone wasn’t a governor, so didn’t live in any of the mansions. But her cottage was located only a little farther west. Khaldun pulled his carpet out of the void and launched into the sky. Landing right in front of Cyclone’s house, he pounded on the door, but there was no answer. Unlocking it, he rushed inside.

“Cyclone? Are you home?”

The sorcerer emerged from her bedroom, her eyes sleepy and confused. “What the hell are you doing here?”

“I’m sorry—we’re under attack. There are enemy troops just beyond our southern border, and someone murdered Warhammer in his sleep—we think there must be a traitor.”

“Shit,” she muttered.

“Madeline’s gone to wake up the other governors,” he told her. “We should regroup with them.”

Cyclone nodded and followed Khaldun out the door. Once they’d taken positions on the carpet, he flew them over to the governors’ mansions; Khaldun spotted Madeline exiting a house with one of the other governors. The rest were gathered outside, so he landed nearby.

Khaldun was about to suggest that they go find Syllith, Allure, and Semblant, but at that moment, there was ear-piercing thunderclap, and the ground shook beneath their feet. The sky grew bright momentarily, then dark again. Looking up, Khaldun saw the barrier spell unraveling. There was a circle of fire high above them that grew larger and larger as it traveled down the protective dome.

“Oh, no…” Khaldun said, his heart hammering in his chest.


Chapter 22
Downfall


Khaldun watched in terror as the barrier dissolved the rest of the way. Then horns sounded in the distance, and he knew the troops were coming. He heard roaring coming from the south and said, “The dragons are on their way with the soldiers. We’ve got to move!”

“We need to evacuate the students,” said Madeline. “If we can find Syllith and Semblant, then we can use all three carpets to transport them.”

“To where?” asked one of the other governors.

“We should take them to Arthos,” Cyclone suggested. “Battleaxe is still there. Fosland failed to take the city. And it’s close enough that we can get there quickly by carpet, but it would be a day’s march for those troops.”

“And the city’s mages would help if it came to a fight,” said Madeline.

At that moment, a carpet dropped out of the sky, and Syllith landed among them. “Here you are,” she said to Khaldun, getting to her feet. “I couldn’t sleep—I heard roaring nearby and went to find you, but you weren’t in the dorm. Someone has removed the barrier!”

Khaldun told her what he’d seen across the border.

“Dragons…” she said, her eyes wide.

“We’re going to evacuate the students and take them to Arthos,” he told her. “Have you seen Semblant?”

“No,” she replied. “Where are Allison and Mira?”

“What do you mean—weren’t they in their room?”

“No, it was empty. I figured you must have taken them somewhere.”

“Oh, shit,” Khaldun said, his heart skipping a beat.

“We’ll meet you at the quad,” Syllith said to Madeline.

Khaldun jumped onto his carpet and took off into the sky, Syllith right behind him. He flew to the dorm and jumped off the carpet before he’d even touched down. Running inside, he hurried to Mira’s room. But Syllith was right—they were gone.

Khaldun recalled the magic he’d used at Syllith’s cottage to view the events that had taken place there, and tried it here, but nothing happened. Of course, Mira’s null would have prevented anyone from doing magic and stopped any record of events from forming.

Khaldun feared the worst, but did his best not to jump to conclusions. It was possible the dragons’ roaring had awakened them. They could have simply gone outside to see what was going on. He and Syllith hurried out of the building. They checked the courtyard and ran out in front of the quad, but didn’t see Allison or Mira anywhere.

Pulling out his mirror, Khaldun tried contacting Jezebel. It took several tries, but finally, her face appeared in the glass. “Have you heard from Allison?”

“Yes, right after her lesson with Allure.”

“You haven’t spoken to her since then?”

“No, why? What’s wrong?”

Khaldun gave her a brief rundown of events at the university.

“Hang on, I’ll see if I can reach her with my other mirror.” Jezebel’s face disappeared. She returned a minute later and said, “No luck. But I’ll keep trying and let you know if I make contact.”

Khaldun pocketed his mirror.

“Whoever removed the barrier must have taken them to Dredmort,” said Syllith. “He’ll use the rite of binding to reassign Allison’s bond to Henry or himself.”

Khaldun nodded. This was the same conclusion he was desperately trying to avoid. But suddenly he gasped, realizing another possibility. “Unless they used an easier method.”

Syllith met his gaze, her eyes going wide. “Dana!”

“Let’s go!” said Khaldun, running out of the room.

Outside, he mounted his carpet and took off for Dana’s cottage, Syllith close behind. Landing right in front of the house, he banged on the door. There was no answer, so he let himself inside, freezing at the sight before him.

Dana was lying flat on her back in front of the fireplace, her throat sliced open from ear to ear. There was a pool of blood around her. Syllith came in behind him and gasped.

Unlike at the dorm, Khaldun could feel the echo of magic that had been performed here. He focused on it for a moment, and the room changed: Dana’s body and blood disappeared. The door opened behind them, and Dredmort and Nineve slipped into the room. They hurried over to Dana’s bedroom; Khaldun and Syllith followed.

Dana woke, spotted the two mages in her room, and reached out to grab her wand from the nightstand. But it was too late. Nineve had cast a spell encasing the witch in a sheet of glowing blue energy. It lifted Dana off her bed and set her upright in front of Dredmort. Dana screamed, struggling against the spell.

The wizard held out his staff, muttering an incantation Khaldun didn’t recognize. Dana went still, her eyes going blank. Dredmort produced a vial from inside his robes, and nodded to Nineve. She canceled the spell binding Dana. Uncorking the vial, Dredmort handed it to her and said, “Drink this.”

To Khaldun’s shock, Dana complied. She raised it to her mouth and emptied its contents down her throat. Dredmort spoke another spell, and Khaldun recognized this one. At the end, the wizard spoke Henry’s name, then his own, and then Nineve’s. When he was done with the spell, Dana’s body glowed for a moment. Finally, with a smile, he told Dana to go stand by her fireplace.

Dana walked out to the living room and stood before the hearth. Nineve moved up behind her, a dagger in her hands that Khaldun hadn’t spotted before. Reaching around the witch’s neck from behind, she cut her throat.

“No…” Khaldun said, tears falling down his cheeks.

Dana’s body collapsed on the floor, and Dredmort and Nineve left the house.

“He reassigned her line of succession,” Syllith said. “Allison is bound to Henry, now.”

“Why did she drink that potion?” Khaldun asked, his voice cracking. “She could have resisted⁠—”

“No,” said Syllith, placing her hand on his shoulder. “The first incantation he used renders its victim susceptible to suggestion. It’s one of the spells forbidden by the university because it can cause madness. There’s nothing Dana could have done.”

Khaldun took a deep breath, trying to calm himself. “We have to find them. Mira and Allison.”

“They’ll take Allison to Nyro’s temple in Shifar,” said Syllith. “The monks have weakened the barrier there, so Allison will be able to penetrate it and liberate her. But it’ll take them weeks to get there. They don’t have a carpet.”

“What if they use the dragons?”

“Unlikely. It takes years to tame a dragon that way, and they’re fiercely loyal to their trainer. They won’t allow anyone else to ride them. We have to get the students and governors to Arthos as quickly as we can.”

“Why the governors? They should stay and fight⁠—”

“No. Think about it. If Dredmort does to them what he did here, he could take control of all the other sorcerers.”

Khaldun’s blood froze as he realized the possibilities. “Then you need to flee, too! If they capture you, they could take Enigma!”

Syllith shook her head. “He’s far away, and I still carry the poison with me. But we need to hurry.”

Khaldun followed her out of the cottage. They got on their carpets and flew to the quad. The dragons were circling the buildings, breathing fire on the area out front. Khaldun spotted Allure, Semblant, and Cyclone down on the ground trying to fight them. One of the dragons hit Allure with its fire, but she’d formed a shield spell that protected her. Several other wizards and witches had shown up to join the fight, but none of the other governors were in sight, and the troops hadn’t arrived yet. Syllith and Khaldun set down next to the others.

“Where are the governors?” Syllith demanded.

Allure glared at her, but said, “Inside the main building. I erected a shield spell around it to keep the Foslanders out.”

“We need to evacuate them to Arthos,” said Syllith. “And the students. Can you and Cyclone stay here with the rest of the mages and hold them off while Semblant, Khaldun, and I take care of the transport?”

Allure glanced at Semblant; he nodded. “Do it.”

Allure removed her shield spell from the building, and Khaldun followed Syllith inside.

“Can we trust Allure and Semblant?”

“They were fighting the dragons and protecting the governors,” she said with a shrug. “You saw it as well as I did. I don’t know who took down that barrier, but we don’t have time to figure this out right now. Come on.”

They found the governors in the council room. Syllith told them what had happened with Mira, Allison, and Dana, and let them know that it was time to leave.

“You have to take the non-governor conjurnors, too,” one of them said. Her eyes were red and puffy. “Warhammer’s dead—I can remain here and fight. Let one of the others take my spot.”

“Very well,” said Syllith.

Khaldun led the way back outside. As he hurried over to the carpets, he searched the sky for the dragons. They were still circling the quad, but had risen high above the buildings. Storm clouds had gathered, and suddenly, bolts of lightning struck all four beasts. Khaldun realized it must be Cyclone. The dragons roared in pain, but kept flying.

Warhammer’s conjurnor went to confer with the rest of the university’s mages, and one of the others took her place. He ran over to the carpets.

“Take the governors,” Khaldun said to Syllith. “Semblant and I will start moving the students.”

“You’ll need to take the rest of the conjurnors first,” said Syllith. “So, you’ll only have room for one student on your first trip.”

Khaldun nodded.

Syllith positioned her colleagues on her carpet, then wished Khaldun luck and took off into the sky. Khaldun approached Semblant, still feeling anxious about working with him.

“Let’s get the students out of here. I’ll start with the women’s dorm if you can take care of the men.”

Semblant nodded and shuffled off. Khaldun addressed the other mages, and told them he’d be taking the conjurnors to Arthos. The four of them stepped forward. Khaldun assigned them places on his carpet, then flew over to the women’s dorm.

Running inside, he found a group of students huddled there, staring out the windows. Once he’d explained what was going on, he selected one of them to join him on the first trip, then asked the others to alert the rest of the students.

Going back outside, he repositioned the others on his carpet to make room for the witch, then sat at the front and launched into the sky. As they rose above the buildings, he spotted the soldiers and wraiths nearing the quad. He sped off to the north.

Khaldun flew as fast as he could, reaching Arthos quicker than ever. He set down in the center square and unloaded his passengers. Battleaxe was there with the governors and several of the city’s mages.

“I just missed Syllith,” she told him. “Take me back to the university with you.”

“We’re trying to evacuate everyone⁠—”

“We shouldn’t give it up so easily,” she said. “I can help.”

Khaldun stared at her weapons hoisted over one shoulder, recalling how she’d used them here, and nodded. “Let’s go.”

They mounted his carpet and took off. As they reached the university, Khaldun could see that the situation had changed. Allure was standing by the door to the women’s dorm. She’d put a shield spell in place around it, and was fending off the troops along with several other university mages. Cyclone had taken the men’s dorm, along with the rest of their mages, and had put the same protection in place. The wraiths had surrounded each building and appeared to be working on removing the shield spells. Cyclone hurled a twister at one of the wraiths, but it had no effect.

“Drop me right in the middle of the courtyard,” said Battleaxe.

Khaldun landed, let her off, then launched again as the soldiers charged her position. He watched for a moment as the sorcerer unleashed her fury on the men, her weapons slicing them so fast, they were a blur.

Khaldun saw Syllith taking off from the men’s dorm with five wizards. He landed again right next to Allure. “I need to take the next group of students. How do I get them out through your spell?”

Allure held out one hand, creating a shield spell around him. “Go through the door, and that will merge with the larger spell. The magic only keeps things out—you’ll have no problem leaving.”

Khaldun hurried inside and selected five more students. They went outside and got onto the carpet, then he launched into the air once more. But on his way up, he heard one of the dragons roar. He formed a shield spell around them in the nick of time—a jet of dragon fire hit them a moment later, engulfing them in flames. One of the witches screamed, but the shield held.

Circling the quad, Khaldun canceled the air beneath the nearest dragon. The animal roared its rage as it plummeted into the pasture behind the buildings. Khaldun sped to the north.

When he returned to the university again, he found the dragons breathing fire on the dorm buildings, helping the wraiths in their efforts to break through the shield spells. Allure’s was holding, but Cyclone’s was starting to show hairline cracks along its surface, glowing bright red. Khaldun had never seen that type of spell break down before, but those cracks looked ominous.

Battleaxe was still in the middle of the courtyard, moving like a whirlwind. Her victims’ bodies littered the ground. The rest of the Foslanders continued trying to take out the mages protecting the dorm entries.

Khaldun flew around the men’s dorm, canceling the air beneath the two dragons attacking it. They crashed in the pasture, and Khaldun set down next to Cyclone.

“Thanks for that,” she said, sweat dripping down her face. “I couldn’t have held it much longer. The wraiths are bad enough, but the dragons were too much. I never knew their fire was magical!”

“I didn’t either,” Khaldun said with a frown. “How did you determine that?”

“Normal fire wouldn’t weaken the spell like that,” she said.

Semblant landed then, and Cyclone told him that she’d almost lost her spell. Semblant grunted, then transformed into a giant, turning his carpet into a club like he’d done in Arthos. He stomped over to the nearest wraith and swung his club, launching the monster high into the air. Khaldun wondered for a moment why that had worked when other magic failed to affect them, but then remembered that what Semblant did wasn’t an illusion. His transformations were physical. Once Semblant had taken care of the other three wraiths, he returned to his normal size and went inside the building.

Cyclone shot Khaldun a look and shrugged. “That works!”

Khaldun chuckled and ran back over to the women’s dorm, moving in a wide circle around the knot of soldiers fighting with Battleaxe. He got inside and selected the next five students.

It took several more trips to evacuate all the students. But then Allure reminded them about the horses. Khaldun, Semblant, and Syllith ran to the stables, each tucking a few of the animals into the void, then made one more run to Arthos.

Khaldun returned to the university. He’d knocked a couple of dragons out of the sky between every trip, but they always returned to the air again and renewed their assault. But after they’d evacuated the last of the students, Allure and Cyclone had let their shields fall. The dorm buildings were now on fire, the flames shooting out the windows. The walls were stone, but their roofs and contents were combustible. Khaldun watched as the roof over the men’s dorm collapsed in a shower of sparks.

The beasts had attacked the administrative and classroom buildings, too, and the entire quad was burning. From his position high above the campus, Khaldun could see that they were raining fire down on the governors’ mansions now.

Dozens of Foslander corpses lay in the courtyard, but many dozens more continued the fight. Battleaxe was an island unto herself, her weapons moving with supernatural speed. Khaldun spotted Allure, Cyclone, and the rest of their mages huddled in the field behind the quad. The sorcerers had erected a shield spell around the group, and all seven wraiths were circling them, trying to break down their defenses. The remaining troops were waiting nearby, ready to slaughter the mages once the wraiths found a way through.

Khaldun enclosed himself in a shield spell, then swooped in low, hitting two of the wraiths with lightning bolts. This had no effect. One of them threw a jet of fire at him, but his shield spell held. Khaldun circled around, and on his next pass, called earth, opening a pit beneath one of the wraiths. The monster fell in, and Khaldun closed the hole. But he knew from experience the wraith would only need a minute to escape.

Khaldun had buried two more wraiths by the time Syllith arrived. She opened a crater beneath another one, but Khaldun’s first one burst out of the ground moments later. Khaldun tried to think of some way to incapacitate the wraiths, but came up empty. No spell would work directly on them. Jezebel had pinned one under a burning tree, and they were ultimately able to destroy it, but with the mages so close, something like that was risky.

Finally, Semblant arrived. As he landed, he turned himself into a giant again, and his carpet into a club. Once he’d batted the first two wraiths into the air, the others fled. Khaldun and Syllith landed as Allure dropped her shield spell. Semblant hurried over to the troops, swinging his club through the group, and sending them airborne. Battleaxe emerged from an alley between the buildings, covered in blood.

“Are you all right?” Khaldun asked.

“Yes, I’m fine,” she replied, looking confused. Then she gazed down at her front side and added with a grin, “It’s not my blood. But what’s our plan?”

“Our plan?” asked Allure. “We’ve lost. Look around—they’ve destroyed the university.”

“The dragons torched the governor’s mansions, too,” Khaldun said.

“We already evacuated everyone,” Syllith replied. “There’s nothing important there.”

“Only our homes,” said Allure. “We should retreat to Arthos with the others. Then we can regroup and decide what to do next.”

“Dredmort has Allison and probably Mira,” Khaldun told them. “He murdered Allison’s conjurnor and transferred her bond to Henry. And his next move will be forcing Allison to free Nyro and bind her to become a necromancer.”

“Why would he do that?” said Allure. “Nyro would overpower her.”

“We believe Dredmort used the portal artifact to contact Nyro,” Syllith told her. “And she told him there are ways around that. Whether it’s true or not, he’s sure to believe it.”

“Then we have to find Allison and Mira before it’s too late,” said Allure.

“There’s nothing we can do tonight,” Syllith replied. “We’ll never find them in the dark. And Dredmort will be taking Allison to the Temple of the Goddess in Shifar. Without a carpet, it will take weeks for them to get there. We have time.”

“The Temple of the Goddess?” asked Allure.

“A group of monks broke away from the Ohlam temple in Ulster to start their own sect,” Syllith explained. “Their temple is in the mountains, close to the boundary protecting Pytha. They’ve been in communication with Nyro, and she’s been providing them with instructions to weaken the barrier. Allison will be able to liberate Nyro there.”

“Why haven’t you reported any of this to the council?” asked Allure, her eyes narrowing.

“I just discovered the temple,” Syllith explained. “I only arrived here right before the attack.”

Allure sighed. “We should make sure we’ve got everyone, then retreat to Arthos. But let’s put out the fires, first. The stone and brick buildings, at least, can still be salvaged.”

Khaldun and Syllith took to the air. Khaldun spotted Semblant chasing the remaining Foslanders toward the southern border. Once they’d canceled the flames engulfing the main buildings, they flew over to the governors’ mansions. But it was too late. The homes were all built of wood, and already mostly destroyed. Khaldun and Syllith canceled the flames, but all that remained were burnt-out shells.

Flying circles over the campus, Khaldun tried to locate the wraiths, but sensed nothing. He figured they must be on their way back to Fosland. He flew south along the road, hoping to find some sign of Allison and Mira. But any magical evidence of their passage had been eliminated—if Mira’s null had allowed any to be created in the first place. And Syllith was right—it was too dark to see much. He followed the river on his way back to the university, but saw nothing there, either.

Landing in the quad, he regrouped with Syllith. Allure and Cyclone had gone off to do a ground search of all the homes while the others waited. But finally, they returned, and reported that there was no one left. When Semblant arrived, they positioned people on the three carpets for the first trip to Arthos. Allure waited behind with the remaining mages while Khaldun, Semblant, and Syllith transported the first group.

Landing in the center square, they found Madeline waiting for them. She told them that the city assembly had requisitioned the Black Dragon on the northern end of the city to house the mages. So, they took off again, dropped their passengers off at the inn, then returned to the university.

They were able to take everyone else on the second trip. Allure rode with Semblant, and Cyclone went with Khaldun. They landed at the Black Dragon again, and went inside to find their rooms.

Despite his exhaustion, Khaldun wanted to check in with Jezebel before going to bed. Pulling out his mirror, he called out her name a few times. Finally, her face appeared in the glass. Khaldun gave her a more detailed account of events at the university. Jezebel listened intently, her expression grim.

“I still haven’t been able to reach Allison,” she said once he’d finished. “You have to find them—Allison and Mira both. The prospect of both of them in Henry’s service is terrifying. But more than that, this is personal.”

“I know. We will. But it’s worse than you know… Jez, Allison knows how to summon ghouls and demons now. She called a demon earlier tonight, before the attack.”

“She did what? I can’t believe she would attempt such a thing. How did she learn to do that?”

“Allure taught her how, but didn’t think she was ready to try it. But Allison insisted. So, I convinced Mira to help her—her null renders the demon powerless. Allison wanted her there in case something went wrong, but she was able to control it.”

“That might explain it…”

“What?”

“Allison told me that she was planning something that would enable her to retake control of her life. She was being so cryptic, though. I asked what it was, but she only said that I’d find out soon enough.”

Khaldun frowned. “Are you sure she was talking about the demon?”

“What else could it have been?”

Khaldun took a deep breath. “I can’t imagine this would be true, but you know her far better than I do… Before the attack, Syllith suggested that Allison could be the traitor. Would she willingly work for Henry? Could she be the one who took down the barrier?”

Jezebel opened her mouth to reply, but then considered it for a moment. “I find it extremely difficult to believe. But I never thought she would summon a demon, either.”

“I wonder if someone from Fosland contacted her somehow. Allison lost a princedom. Perhaps she saw entering Henry’s service as his chief mage as a way to regain a sense of purpose.”

Jezebel shook her head. “I can’t believe we’re seriously contemplating this. If I can get in touch with her, I’ll see what I can find out.”

Khaldun said goodnight and collapsed in his bed. His head hurt; there were so many questions and so few answers. He felt himself sinking into despair. Despite everything, they’d lost Mira and Allison. And now, it seemed like Allison might have been the traitor, as much as he didn’t want to believe it. The university’s destruction was a blow, no doubt. But he found that he cared only about getting Mira back. Although at this point, he didn’t feel that their chances of accomplishing this were good.


Chapter 23
The Search


Khaldun woke to the sound of someone knocking. He got out of bed and donned his robes, then opened the door to find Syllith standing there.

“What time is it?” he asked, rubbing the sleep from his eyes.

“About an hour after dawn. Everyone’s gathering in the common room to discuss our next steps. Come on. There’s food.”

Khaldun followed her through the building. They reached the common room to find most of the university’s other mages already there. Khaldun and Syllith sat down at a table with Battleaxe and Cyclone. Madeline was sitting nearby with the other governors. Allure and Semblant were the last two to arrive.

Once everyone had eaten, Madeline got to her feet and cleared her throat. She cast the spells to prevent eavesdropping and magical observation, then addressed the group.

“We need to discuss our next steps. They’ve granted us exclusive use of the room this morning, and I’ve invited all of you here, not only the governors. Each of you has a stake in the decisions we make here today.

“Fosland has destroyed the university, and taken two of our sorcerers, Mira and Allison. Mira is a magical null, and as such, cannot be bound. But Dredmort killed Allison’s conjurnor and assigned her bond to Henry. At this point, we believe they will take her to a temple in the southern Anthars so she can liberate Nyro and bind her to become a necromancer. We know Dredmort found the necessary spells buried deep in the Darkhold’s library. And I needn’t tell you, with that kind of power at his disposal, Henry will attempt to conquer the rest of Maeda, and ultimately, all of Anoria.”

“We have to rescue Allison and Mira,” said Khaldun.

“First, we have to find them,” said Syllith. “Without a carpet, it will take them weeks to reach the temple. They’ll need to prepare for such a journey, so I believe they will make for the Darkhold first, then depart from there once they’re ready. It would be best to recover Allison before she reaches Henry’s stronghold.”

“That’s a three-day march from the university,” said Khaldun. “So, we have some time.”

“I’d like to know how the Foslanders took down our barrier,” said Battleaxe. Many of the others voiced their agreement. “That shouldn’t have been possible from the outside.”

“It had to be an inside job,” said Syllith, staring at Allure. “And only the governors know the spells.”

“Are you accusing me of being a traitor?” Allure demanded, getting to her feet.

“You or Semblant,” Syllith replied, grasping her staff, but remaining seated.

“What makes you think Allure would do that?” asked Battleaxe.

“Years ago, there were rumors that Semblant was tracking down knowledge and artifacts pertaining to necromancy,” Syllith told them. “I tailed him, but couldn’t verify the stories. But what if they were true? Allure taught Allison how to summon a demon, despite the university’s ban on necromancy. Why? Was she preparing her for her eventual service to Fosland?”

“What about you?” said Allure. “You’re the one who embedded herself in the Darkhold and slept with Dredmort in an attempt to gather information about necromancy. It seems like you might be the one who wants to liberate Nyro!”

“Syllith and Enigma have been exonerated,” said Madeline. “They discovered that Nyro has been wearing down the wards that protect Pytha from the inside. Because of Syllith’s efforts, we were able to send people to repair the damage before it was too late.

“But I, too, heard about Semblant’s quest for knowledge about necromancy. It was my intention to convene an inquiry, but Enigma persuaded me to let it go. But I daresay, teaching Allison how to summon a demon represents a serious breach of our rules. I am curious where you might have learned how to do that, Allure.”

Allure shook her head, chuckling derisively as she retook her seat. “All right. I’ll come clean. It’s true. Semblant was digging up everything he could find about necromancy. And the only reason Syllith couldn’t confirm it is because she was so clumsy. Semblant knew she was following him, so he gave up the search for a while.

“But Semblant wasn’t alone. Enigma and I were involved, too. The ancient governors were overzealous in their purge. It was foolish. We need to understand how to use necromancy.”

“Why?” said Madeline, her expression one of disgust. “The university destroyed such knowledge to make sure no one else could ever follow in Nyro’s footsteps. Why would we want to uncover such secrets?”

Allure took a deep breath. “I foresaw Nyro’s return. It made no sense at the time—this was long before Syllith discovered that she was stirring. We believed that Nyro had been destroyed. But I also saw the mage who could defeat her—and it was a necromancer.”

“Who?” asked Battleaxe.

“Allison. I saw her in Princess Jezebel’s memories when she passed through the university on her way to find Enigma. And I knew it was her. Since her arrival at the university, I’ve searched her mind, and what I saw there was terrifying. She possesses a profound affinity to the spirit world, and the potential to become stronger than Nyro.”

“You said that you saw the mage who could defeat her,” said Khaldun. “Did you see the final outcome?”

“No,” Allure replied. “Only part of a battle between them. After my initial prophecy, Enigma, Semblant, and I set out on a mission to recover necromancy’s lost secrets. Our efforts bore some fruit—the ability to raise ghouls and summon demons. Yet something was missing. Nyro and her Sacred Circle possessed power far beyond what those spells yielded. But then Syllith discovered that Dredmort had found a cache of ancient texts in the Darkhold’s library. They included the magic a sorcerer requires to bind a demon and become a necromancer. This made our situation more urgent than ever.

“But then Khaldun found that scroll hidden in Castle Spanbrook. It turns out that’s how Myrddin became a necromancer. Syllith brought us a copy, and finally, we had what we needed to fulfill our part of my vision.

“When we learned that Henry was surrounding the university in preparation for an attack, I accelerated Allison’s training. But she wasn’t ready to begin working with demons. Her experience in Spanbrook scarred her.”

“She did it,” said Khaldun. “We went out to the pastures and she summoned a demon. She was afraid, yes, but with Mira there to help if anything went wrong, she found the courage to try it. And she succeeded.”

Allure nodded appreciatively. “What I would like to know is how Syllith discovered the Temple of the Goddess, and the damage the monks there have done to the barrier protecting Pytha. It’s difficult to believe she just stumbled upon it—I can’t imagine she frequents Shifar.”

“Yes, I would like to know this, too,” said Madeline.

All eyes turned to Syllith. She looked around at everyone, her expression defiant.

“We should come clean, too,” Khaldun told her. “Tell them.”

Syllith shot him a furious look, but then seemed to deflate. She’d been backed into a corner and she knew it. Heaving a heavy sigh, she held out her staff, and an illusion of the pyramid appeared on the table. A few people gasped, but most looked confused.

“Is that the one recovered from Stanbridge?” asked Madeline. “I was under the impression Enigma destroyed it.”

“He did,” said Syllith. “This is an illusion of the one that Khaldun found in Spanbrook along with the scroll. I had Warhammer destroy it before he was murdered. But it’s not like the first one. Nyro left it there, and she did something to lock the other side of the portal on herself.”

“I’m sorry, but what is that thing?” asked Battleaxe.

The curious looks around the room confirmed that most of the mages gathered here didn’t know about the artifacts. Khaldun explained their purpose and how Dredmort had used the first one to create the wraiths.

“Nyro didn’t use it to escape?” asked Allure.

“No. The wards around Pytha prevent her from using magic in the outside world, even through this,” Syllith replied. “However, she was able to project her thoughts to communicate with us. After Khaldun gave me this, I intended to take it to Vision or Warhammer to be destroyed. But first, I decided to interrogate Nyro. She told me that there was a traitor at the university, and I tried to learn more. But she also told me about the Temple of the Goddess. She wouldn’t divulge its location, but I’d encountered that name before, at the Ohlam temple in Ulster. So, I tracked down the monks, and they told me how to find the temple.”

“You fool,” said Allure, shaking her head in disbelief. “Nyro was the most devious mage who ever lived, and she had ages of experience manipulating people far wiser than you. Why would she tell you about the temple? What did she stand to gain?”

“She wanted me to help liberate her,” Syllith told her, “and enticed me by promising to make me a sorcerer once she was free.”

“But that’s impossible,” Allure said.

“Perhaps, but it’s Nyro, so who knows? Regardless, I pretended to be tempted to get more information out of her. But I expressed skepticism that any sorcerer possessed the power to free her—I knew Enigma didn’t, so it made no sense that anyone else would. That’s when she told me about the temple and the monks’ activities there. I witnessed their ritual firsthand, and confirmed they are using elvish magic to weaken the barrier.”

“And how do we know Nyro didn’t use the artifact to compromise you?” asked Madeline. “She could have possessed you.”

“Impossible,” said Khaldun. “I used the artifact to communicate with Nyro before handing it over to Syllith, and I sensed no magic. The barrier prevents her from projecting anything more than thought through that portal.”

“You are still new to your powers,” Madeline reminded him. “I daresay the most powerful necromancer in the history of Anoria could have hoodwinked you into believing there was no magic involved, but we have no proof.”

“I disagree,” said Allure. “Khaldun can sense magic as well as any sorcerer. But more importantly, if Nyro could possess someone through the artifact, then she would be able to escape that way. The fact that she hasn’t is all the proof we need that she can’t.”

“Yet her powers of persuasion are formidable as well,” Madeline said. “You said as much yourself,” she added to Allure. “Perhaps Nyro succeeded in enticing Governor Syllith.”

Khaldun recalled only too well the force of Nyro’s will he’d felt through the artifact. Syllith had used it far more than he—was it possible she’d turned her?

“Read me,” said Syllith, getting to her feet and striding over to Allure. “You can sense what drives a person.”

Allure stood up, catching Madeline’s eye; Madeline nodded. Allure held Syllith’s head in her hands, closing her eyes and furrowing her brow in concentration. After several moments, she broke contact, backing away with a frown.

“So, tell us, sorcerer,” said Syllith. “What drives me?”

“A burning desire,” said Allure, turning to Madeline, “to keep Nyro down. Despite my suspicions, I sense no deception in her.”

Syllith and Allure each retook their seats.

“All right,” Battleaxe said with a nod. “But someone must have taken down the university’s barrier from the inside. Which means there has to be a traitor in our midst—devious or not, Nyro wasn’t lying about that. So, if it wasn’t Allure, and it wasn’t Syllith… then who was it?” Nobody could provide an answer. “Could it have been Allison?”

“She would never do that,” Khaldun insisted, despite his own suspicions. “And besides, only the governors knew how to take down that barrier, right?”

“It could have been her,” Allure said, her brow furrowed in concentration. “Her power increased tenfold once I started working with her. She didn’t need to know the spells—she could have sensed the magic and removed it. And she had a lot of anger inside her. She hated the university for forcing her to leave Spanbrook. This could have been her way of taking revenge.”

“No. That’s impossible,” said Khaldun. “You can hardly blame her for being angry. She was raised from birth to rule a princedom. Then, after being tortured and raped by a demon, she was forced to leave her home forever. But that doesn’t mean she would willingly join forces with Henry.”

“Yet we know that someone murdered Warhammer and took down the barrier,” Madeline pointed out. “I should interview the students to determine if any of them saw anything.”

“Either way, we have to find Allison,” said Battleaxe. “If she’s innocent, then we must recover her. Otherwise…” she locked eyes with Khaldun. “Otherwise, we’ll have to kill her.”

Khaldun shook his head in disbelief. The thought of killing Allison was too much to bear.

“If we recover her, what’s to stop Henry from invoking her true name to end her?” asked Cyclone. “We already know he communicates with Dredmort through mirrors, right? He’d find out that he’d lost her very quickly.”

“Dredmort would do everything in his power to retake her,” said Allure. “We’d have some time. I could perform the full rite to assign a new conjurnor before that happens.”

“She’d have to fast for seven days, first, wouldn’t she?” said Madeline.

“Ideally, yes, of course,” Allure replied. “But our need is urgent. We’ll have to dispense with the usual precautions.”

“We have to find her, first,” Khaldun reminded them. “And Mira.”

“We should start flying reconnaissance missions immediately,” Syllith suggested. “With three carpets in the air, we can cover a lot of ground. But we need to consider how this is going to work. Dredmort is sure to be the one traveling with them, and Nineve will be with him. They’d need two mages to make sure they could keep both prisoners guarded around the clock. There’s a good chance they’ll have a few soldiers with them, too. Rescuing our people won’t be easy.”

“That many people traveling on horseback shouldn’t be too hard to track, though,” Madeline suggested.

“Dredmort’s sure to use the spells to wipe out their backtrail,” Khaldun pointed out. “But Allison and Mira make a formidable team. Working together, they may be able to overpower their captors and escape.”

“Dredmort’s no fool,” said Battleaxe. “I’m sure he’ll keep Allison unconscious for the trip to the Darkhold to guard against that very possibility.”

“How was Dredmort able to overpower Allison in the first place?” asked Cyclone. “As a sorcerer, she should be much stronger than him.”

“That’s not entirely true,” said Allure. “Allison can do certain things, by virtue of being a sorcerer, that no normal mage could ever achieve. Sensing static spells, for example. Removing magic without knowing the spell. Becoming a necromancer. Nevertheless, she is still new to her power. She’s made massive progress using the magical force in recent days, but her command of the basic forces pales by comparison. Dredmort might be the most powerful wizard on the continent, and he’s got vastly more experience. Until Allison comes into her full power, she’s no match for him in a direct confrontation.”

“And on top of that, there’s a good chance he’s using the spell of suggestion to force her to comply with his orders,” Syllith added. “That’s how he made her conjurnor swallow the potion when he reassigned her line of succession.”

“So, even if we can find them, we have to assume that Dredmort will force Allison to work against us,” said Battleaxe.

“Yes, and Mira’s null presents a problem, too,” Syllith pointed out. “During the day, they can force her to keep her channels of power closed, and keep their whole party invisible. Which means they’ll be tough to find, but magic will work on their captors. At night, though, while Mira’s asleep, her null will expand. Which might make them easier to find, but then magic won’t work anywhere near her.”

“The last she told me, her null was about twenty feet in diameter in her resting state,” said Khaldun. “They’d have no problem containing her inside an invisibility spell. Finding them won’t be any easier at night.”

“All right, then,” Syllith said with a nod. “Daytime missions. We should get Semblant a mirror and tie it in with ours. That way if one of us finds them, the other two can assist. Dredmort’s going to put up a fight, but against all three of us together, he won’t stand a chance.”

“And I’ll fly with Semblant,” said Allure. “As soon as we recover Allison, and get somewhere secure, I’ll perform the rite of binding.”

“We’re going to need weapons, too,” Khaldun told them. “If they’re forcing Mira to use her null somehow, we may not be able to use magic.”

“I’ve got weapons,” said Battleaxe, pulling her axes out of the void and setting them down on her table with a clang. “I’ll fly with you.”

“That works,” Khaldun said with a grin.

“I’ll need someone to accompany me, too,” said Syllith. “Unlike you sorcerers, flying takes all of my concentration, and I can’t sense magic.”

“I’ll go with you,” said Cyclone.

“Perfect,” Syllith replied, “thank you. Now, if Dredmort and Nineve left the university as soon as they captured our people, then they must be somewhere in Roses or Strom by now. There’s no way they could have made it to the Fosland border yet.”

“And even if they started out east of the river, they’d cross over in Roses for sure,” said Khaldun. “Henry’s forces hold the western shore, but not the eastern. They’ve besieged Strom City, but don’t hold the river lands yet.”

“So, two of us should start out from the university’s border with Roses, heading south,” Syllith suggested, “one on each side of the river. The third should start at Fosland’s border with Roses and head north.”

“We’ll take northern Roses,” said Allure.

“And I’ll stay east of the river,” Syllith replied.

“I guess we’ll take the more southern route,” Khaldun said with a grin.

The gathering broke up. Allure already had a mirror, so she linked it with Khaldun’s and Syllith’s. Madeline procured canteens of water and packs of food from the kitchen for all three teams.

“We should plan on camping in our search zones,” Khaldun suggested. “We’ll cover more ground if we can keep searching until nightfall instead of returning here.”

“Good thinking,” said Syllith. “If you don’t mind, that is?” she added to Cyclone.

“No, that’s fine with me,” the sorcerer replied.

“Suit yourselves,” said Allure, “but I’m not sleeping outdoors. We’ll come back here.”

In the end, they were unable to locate tents or bedrolls, which would mean sleeping on the bare ground. But this didn’t concern Khaldun; he was eager to get underway. The search parties finally headed out.

“I wish I could learn how to fly one of these,” Battleaxe said as Khaldun unfurled his carpet. “Mind if I assist with the spells?”

“What do you have in mind?” he asked.

“Well, you must be calling air to propel us, right? If I add my own air spell, we should get there faster.”

“It’s worth a shot,” he replied.

They took their seats and Khaldun launched them high into the sky, heading south. Once they were underway, Battleaxe called air, and sure enough, their speed increased significantly. They reached Roses’ southern border in no time, then Khaldun made them invisible and took them in low.

Khaldun had to be fairly close to simple magic like an invisibility spell to detect it, so he kept them low above the road as they made their way north. He kept their speed down, too, to make sure they didn’t miss anything. As the day wore on, they passed many people traveling in both directions, but detected no magic or backtrail.

At midday, they set down to take a break and eat some food. Khaldun kept them invisible, and they stayed close enough to the road to detect hidden passersby. Then they took off again and continued their northward course.

The land grew less barren as they traveled, and the road wound its way around the edge of a forest. They flew until dusk without finding any trace of their quarry. Then, as full night fell, Khaldun landed by the roadside. The two of them sat down to eat, and as they finished, someone contacted Battleaxe through her mirror.

“Madeline,” she said, staring into the glass. “I was about to reach out to you. We’ve finished for the day without any sign of our people.”

“The other teams have not found anything, either. But I have other news for you. I spent the day interviewing the students about last night’s events. And three of them reported seeing Allison in the courtyard before the attack.”

Khaldun’s heart jumped into his throat.

“What was she doing?” Battleaxe asked.

“The three students, two witches and one wizard, all told me that Allison held up one hand and shot a beam of energy into the sky. When it hit the barrier, they felt an earthquake, and heard a loud thunderclap. Then the sky grew bright for a moment, and the barrier’s spells began unraveling.”

“So, she was the traitor,” Battleaxe said angrily. “She must be the one who murdered Warhammer, too.”

“It would seem so,” Madeline confirmed. “But we cannot jump to conclusions. It could have been someone else using an illusion spell to disguise themselves. None of the three witnesses are sorcerers, so they would not have been able to detect such a ruse.”

“I’ll kill her if we find her,” Battleaxe muttered.

“No,” Madeline replied. “You must bring her here to Arthos so we can question her. But you must exercise extreme caution. If she is willingly working for Henry, then she won’t surrender peacefully. I have spoken to the other governors, and we are authorizing the use of knockout spells. Do whatever you must, but get that girl here.”

Battleaxe acknowledged their orders and pocketed the mirror. “That’s it, then. Allison was the traitor.”

“We don’t know that yet,” said Khaldun. “Whoever betrayed us must have been in league with Henry, and would have known his plans. It makes sense that they’d disguise themselves as his intended target. Makes the whole thing rather neat, don’t you think, if everyone believes the victim was the traitor?”

“What is she to you?” Battleaxe asked. “Why are you so loyal to her?”

Khaldun gave her a brief summary of the events that had transpired in Spanbrook. “I confess, I don’t know her that well. But I know what she endured, both at the hands of that demon, and in being ripped out of the only life she’d ever known. You can hardly blame her for wanting to reclaim some power and control. Wouldn’t you, if you were in her place?”

“Perhaps, but her experimentation with necromancy is damning. From what I’ve heard, she was growing into her power as a sorcerer. Why wasn’t that enough? You and I aren’t going around summoning demons or ghouls.”

“She had help,” Khaldun told her. “Allure sensed an affinity for the spirit world inside of her and guided her down that path. I think it more likely she was the traitor. By teaching Allison to work with specters, and then disguising herself as her when she took down the barrier, Allure could have set her up.”

“But that makes no sense,” Battleaxe retorted. “Allure’s a sorcerer, too. If she were the traitor, why wouldn’t she have allowed Dredmort to reassign her bond to Henry instead of Allison’s? She’s much more powerful. Allure might be selfish and vain; Warhammer never liked her much. But she doesn’t strike me as the type to betray her own people when it might jeopardize her lavish ways.”

Khaldun took a deep breath. “You’re right. I guess I don’t have an answer for that.”

“I’ll follow our orders and refrain from killing her if we find her. But if the council does find her guilty, then they must put her to death. Warhammer was my mentor and I will see his death avenged.”

“Did you train with him at the Bastion?”

“No, he was there way before my time. He trained me at the university—in magic and in fighting. But I can sympathize with Allison’s situation. Many of the sorcerers had nothing before their transformation. Allure was a prostitute in southern Maeda, for example. Her metamorphosis saved her, and she lives like royalty now, by comparison.”

“I didn’t know that,” said Khaldun. “Then what triggered her transformation? Surely it wasn’t intercourse…”

“Warhammer told me it happened the first time a woman purchased her services,” Battleaxe said with a shrug. “But she’s not the only one. Enigma was a peasant boy in western Dorshire. Vision was a street urchin in Arthos. For them, going to the university must have seemed like a dream come true—they had nothing to lose.

“But for people like Allison and me, it was different. All I wanted when I was young was to be a warrior. I grew up in Keepstone, and I watched my elder brothers learn to fight, and I wanted desperately to be like them.”

“Keepstone was the ancient capital of Dorshire, wasn’t it?”

“That’s right,” Battleaxe confirmed. “And it remains a powerful princedom today. My brothers went to the Bastion to further their education, but they didn’t accept women. It took me years to get them to make an exception, and I had to prove myself over and over again, even after I got there.

“But then I transformed. I’d been practicing magic since I was young, but that wasn’t my path. It was something I did for fun only because I had inherited the talent. But it didn’t matter. They tore me away from the place where I truly belonged, my wishes be damned.

“At first, I tried plotting my escape. So, I can understand why Allison would have wanted out. But Warhammer took me under his wing. And in time, I came to realize that I could use my magic to augment my fighting skills. This wasn’t the future I saw for myself, but I’ve come to accept what I have. And I owe Warhammer for that.”

“Allison’s future would have been ruling, not fighting, but you’re right, your circumstances were similar.”

“Yes, and think about the role Dredmort plays in Fosland,” Battleaxe pointed out. “Henry’s an undisciplined slob. He relishes power and conquest, but he cares nothing for ruling. He leaves that to his lieutenants, including Dredmort. Imagine the kind of power Allison would wield as his chief mage, especially if she becomes a necromancer. With her at his side, Henry may very well retake the entire kingdom. And Allison would likely be the one left to rule it. She would be a queen, in practice if not in name—quite a bit more prestigious than being a princess, wouldn’t you say?”

Khaldun had no rebuttal. Everything Battleaxe had said made sense, but he simply couldn’t believe it. Or, at least, didn’t want to.

“I have to admit, before this, I suspected Syllith more than anyone else,” Battleaxe told him. “I’d heard about her removal from the council. And rumor had it that she’d been digging up information about Nyro. But I had no idea she’d embedded herself in the Darkhold and slept with Dredmort. That’s pretty extreme.”

“It is, but if it weren’t for her, none of us would have known that Nyro was stirring,” Khaldun pointed out. “If she were trying to liberate Nyro, I hardly think she would have warned the others.”

“I guess that’s true,” Battleaxe conceded. “But I don’t know. That whole situation makes it seem like she was a little obsessed. I’m not sure I would have gone to such lengths for the sake of research.”

Battleaxe took the first watch so Khaldun could get some sleep. He curled up on the ground and drifted off quickly. She woke him several hours later, and he took the second watch. But the night was uneventful, and there was no sign of anyone invisible passing by.

At dawn, they ate a quick meal and then took off again. For two more days, they continued their search. All three teams shifted southward, and by the third day, Khaldun and Battleaxe were searching the northern approach to Fosland City. Being so close to the Darkhold made Khaldun nervous, but nobody detected them. They did get a look at the army gathered to the south of the city, and Khaldun thought it looked much larger than the last time he’d seen it. But their search came up empty. The other two teams hadn’t found anything, either. Feeling disheartened, Khaldun flew them back to Arthos, and they landed not long after sunset.


Chapter 24
Battle Plans


Khaldun found Syllith in the common room, eating dinner alone. He sat down across from her, and a woman hurried out from the kitchen and set down a plate of meat and potatoes in front of him along with a mug of ale.

“It’s been three days,” Syllith told him by way of greeting. “Allison and Mira must be at the Darkhold by now.”

“Yes,” Khaldun said, heaving a sigh. He guzzled down his ale, then caught the server’s eye to request another. “We must have missed them somehow. Perhaps they took a different route… I don’t know.”

“If Allure was the traitor, she would have allowed them to pass without notifying the rest of us.”

“We wouldn’t have, though, and they still had to make it past us.” He told her about his conversation with Battleaxe about Allison and Allure. “I’m wondering if she might be right. Maybe Allison was the culprit after all. I don’t want to believe that, and I’ll confess that I never saw it coming. But it makes sense.”

Syllith considered this for a moment, finishing her ale and requesting another. “It’s possible. Allison possessed the power and the motive. And I must admit, I might have been wrong about Allure. Her story about foreseeing Nyro’s return and their subsequent activities does add up. If she was working with Semblant and Enigma to unearth necromancy’s long-lost secrets, that explains everything that made me suspicious of them in the first place.”

Khaldun sat up late with Syllith drinking and talking. He felt himself growing despondent as he became drunk. Maybe Allison was guilty. But Mira certainly wasn’t. And she was caught up in the midst of this ordeal. Khaldun had infiltrated the Darkhold once to rescue her, but in losing his friend, Sophia, had paid dearly for it. He didn’t know if he’d be able to do it again. But neither could he give up on her. Mira would find a way to rescue him if the situation were reversed. He owed it to her to try. But he was exhausted and inebriated and in no state to be making such plans at that moment; it would have to wait till the next day.

Khaldun was about to tell Syllith that he was going to bed when he spotted an old wizard entering the room, clothed in filthy robes, his face smudged with dirt. It took him a moment to recognize him, but the wizard hurried over to their table.

“Raphael,” said Khaldun, getting to his feet and hugging him. “How are you?”

“Road weary and in need of ale, but otherwise not too bad. Hello, Syllith.”

“It’s good to see you, old-timer,” the witch replied, getting up and embracing him. “But you stink!” she added, pulling away quickly.

Raphael chuckled as the three of them sat down at the table. “I apologize, my lady. It’s been one thing after another since Fosland sacked Madison, and I’m afraid I’ve not been able to find the time for a bath.”

More ale arrived, and the three of them drank.

“Ah,” Raphael said with a sigh. “That’s better. I’m afraid I bear ill tidings. I’ve just come from Stiles. Henry’s left only a token presence to maintain his occupation, and has moved the rest of his troops south. Now that he’s taken the university, they can take a direct path to Fosland.

“And my colleagues in Vance and Perrin report that it’s the same in those princedoms, too. I went invisible and infiltrated one of the companies that remained in Stiles to learn more. And according to the conversations I overheard, Henry is preparing to invade Highgate.”

“What?” said Syllith. “But I don’t understand. He’s got Allison; why wouldn’t they take her to the temple in Shifar, first? She’ll be vastly more powerful once she binds a demon.”

“I’m sorry, what are you talking about?” asked Raphael. “Are you referring to the former princess from Spanbrook?”

Khaldun and Syllith took turns telling him about Allison’s capture, and the Temple of the Goddess.

“I need more ale,” Raphael said when they were done, flagging down the server.

“Battleaxe and I flew around Fosland City on our search for Allison, and the army gathered there did look quite a bit larger than last time,” Khaldun told them.

“That’s probably where the northern troops are going,” Raphael said with a nod.

“This could be a diversion again,” Khaldun suggested. “Henry could be waging war to keep our attention on Highgate while a team slips away to take Allison south.”

“Perhaps,” said Syllith, getting up from her chair. “But we need to alert Madeline.”

The three of them headed out of the common room, and Syllith led them to the governor’s room. It took her a minute to answer; it looked like they’d woken her up. But she invited them inside. Raphael told her the news.

“I must contact Spring so he can notify Azure,” she said, grabbing a small mirror from the nightstand. Moments later, she reached the sorcerer and explained the situation. He assured her he’d relay the news to Azure right away.

Khaldun left the room with Syllith and Raphael, and the three of them retired to their rooms for the night. The next morning, Khaldun returned to the common room for breakfast to find that Madeline had reserved the space for another gathering. The rest of the university’s mages trickled in, and Raphael joined them this time. Once everyone had arrived and sat down, Madeline addressed the group.

She started out by updating everyone about their failure to find Allison and Mira, and telling them about Raphael’s news. “Azure risked a night mission, flying by moonlight, to assess the situation around Fosland City. He has confirmed that their army there has swelled to well over fifteen thousand troops, with more arriving as we speak. That army has already begun crossing the river on its way to Highgate City.

“This morning, Azure reports that Fosland has left a minimal force to maintain the siege of Strom, with the rest of that army marching south. They will most likely join the larger force on the plain outside Highgate.

“I have conferred with the other governors this morning, and we have decided to send all of our mages to the defense of Highgate. Henry’s attack on the city will include an array of forces unprecedented since the fall of the Pythan Empire. In addition to his army and mages, he will bring his wraiths to bear, as well as two sorcerers, one of whom possesses an affinity for the spirit realm, while the other commands a magical null. We have not seen the dragons since the night we lost the university, but can expect them to participate in the attack as well.

“We will begin the transport of our people to Highgate City this morning. Azure will take Spring and Intuit there, along with our other mages stationed in Strom. However, we will need to send someone to Greenfield to recall our mages posted there.”

“I’ll go,” said Khaldun.

“Take me with you,” said Battleaxe. “I’ll add some extra wind to your sails again.”

“What does that mean?” Syllith asked.

“She called air when we flew down to Fosland,” Khaldun explained. “We made the trip in record time.”

“Good idea,” Syllith said, nodding appreciatively. “I’ll have to try that if Cyclone is willing to accompany me again.”

“It would be my pleasure,” the sorcerer replied with a grin. “Wind is my thing.”

“Was Azure able to confirm Allison and Mira’s presence in Fosland?” Khaldun asked. “It seems odd that Henry’s mounting this attack now, before taking Allison to the temple in Shifar.”

“He was not,” Madeline replied. “And as you’ve noted yourself, from what I’m told, this attack may be nothing more than a distraction while they take Allison south. We will have to be on the lookout for her.”

Madeline adjourned their meeting, and the mages headed out of the common room. Outside, Syllith and Semblant assembled their first groups of passengers for the flight to Highgate. Khaldun and Battleaxe got on his carpet and set out for Greenfield.

Khaldun flew northeast, turning due east when they reached the river. With Battleaxe’s assistance, he achieved much more speed than usual. They flew past Castle Greenfield, and indeed, saw only a limited force manning the battlements.

Vision had provided Battleaxe with directions to their cavern, which she’d relayed to Khaldun. Once they’d reached the area, they spotted their mages waiting for them on a hilltop. Khaldun landed in their midst.

They greeted each other, and Khaldun asked Vision if he’d seen Mira or Allison with the Fosland army. He hadn’t, but reminded him that he wasn’t able to sense magic from afar, and they were almost certain to be keeping the two sorcerers invisible for the journey.

Khaldun rested for a few minutes, then they positioned everyone on the carpet. This was the first time he’d transported seven people, but as he lifted off, he didn’t find it too difficult. He shot into the sky, and they headed west through the river valley. After that, he turned south, and made for Highgate at top speed.

Once he’d dropped off his passengers on the roof of the keep, he took another rest, then headed back to Arthos with Battleaxe. By midafternoon, they’d transported all their people to Highgate. Khaldun felt exhausted as he landed for the last time. But as he headed inside, Madeline told him that Salerna had called for a war council in an hour.

An attendant escorted Khaldun to his chambers, and he collapsed in the bed. But moments later, he sensed Jezebel contacting him through his mirror.

“There you are,” she said when her face appeared in the glass. “I tried reaching you earlier but you must not have heard me.”

“Apologies, Your Highness. We were flying the university’s mages to Highgate City; I was preoccupied with staying airborne.”

“Well, Lord Sorcerer, I have news. I spoke to Allison!”

“You did?”

“Yes, finally. They haven’t found her mirror, otherwise I’m sure they would have confiscated it. I guess she tucked it in her bosom and they didn’t search there. Khaldun, she and Mira are with the army on its way to Highgate.”

“I figured as much,” he said with a sigh. “I do not relish facing them in battle.”

“Allison said that they were getting ready to take her to a temple in Shifar. Apparently, a group of monks⁠—”

“We know all about that,” Khaldun said, cutting her off. “Syllith visited the place. The monks there have weakened the barrier, and with Nyro’s help, Allison will be able to liberate her there.”

“Yes, well, it seems something changed. Allison doesn’t know what. But they decided to take them to Highgate instead. She said it sounds like they’re waiting for something to happen before they take her to Shifar.”

“Only her? Not Mira?”

“No, that would be too dangerous. They seem certain her null would open a hole in the barrier and they wouldn’t be able to control the demons’ escape.”

“Ah, yes. That makes sense.”

“Khaldun, Allison insists she had nothing to do with the attack on the university. Dredmort and Nineve showed up in their room, armed with daggers. They forced Mira to close her channels of power, then used a knockout spell on Allison. Mira told her the rest of the story once they’d reached the Darkhold. Dredmort called air to move Allison out of the dorm, while Nineve made them invisible and escorted Mira out at knife-point. Then they tied them onto a couple of horses and took them to the Darkhold, keeping Allison unconscious the whole way.”

“How did they get past our search parties?”

“They stayed east of the river until they were across from Fosland City. Dredmort’s been forcing them to practice. Allison has called more than a dozen demons, and Mira can expand her null to cover an entire battlefield, now.”

“Great,” Khaldun said with a sigh. “They’re not resisting at all?”

“They tried, but Dredmort’s got them under tight control. He holds Allison at knifepoint and threatens to cut her if Mira doesn’t obey. And he’s using a spell against Allison that forces her to comply with his orders.”

“That would be the same one he used on her conjurnor,” Khaldun said with a sigh. He knew that type of spell could cause madness. “We suspected he might use it to control Allison.”

“But on top of that, Allison knows she’s bound to Henry now, and is terrified of crossing him, lest he invoke her true name. They’re also keeping the two of them apart most of the time to make sure they can’t work together.”

“Do they know who the traitor was?”

“No. Dredmort told them the whole story, but only alluded to their ‘agent’ at the university, without naming them. Whoever it was, they let Dredmort and Nineve through the barrier and killed Warhammer to make sure he couldn’t join the fight. Once Dredmort and Nineve were done with Dana, they regrouped in the quad. The traitor took down the barrier while the other two kidnapped the girls.”

Khaldun took a deep breath. “Do you believe her story?”

“I do,” said Jezebel. “Khaldun, she’s terrified. I know my cousin—her fear is no act. She couldn’t have had anything to do with this.”

“Jez, several of the students reported seeing Allison take down the barrier,” he told her with a sigh.

“What? But that can’t be—it must have been someone else using an illusion spell,” Jezebel insisted. “Wait… you think Allison’s lying?”

“I want to believe her, but we’ve been discussing this here, and she does seem like the most likely culprit.” He told her about his conversation with Battleaxe.

“Yes, that does sound compelling when you put it that way,” Jezebel conceded. “And I have no proof to the contrary. But like I said, I know her. She’s telling me the truth. I can feel it.”

“I wish we could communicate with Mira somehow to corroborate the story.”

“Allison can’t get to her anymore. Dredmort is using Mira’s null to protect the army, but they want Allison able to cast spells.”

“Damn,” said Khaldun. “I’d better go. Salerna’s holding a war council soon. I’ll let you know what happens.”

Khaldun said goodbye and pocketed the mirror. He rested for a little while, considering what Jezebel had told him, then headed down to the conference room.

Salerna was sitting at the head of the table, Azure to her right, and Madeline to her left. Salerna’s military advisers were present, as were Syllith, Allure, Semblant, and Vision. Battleaxe and Raphael were here as well.

Salerna called them to order. She started out by summarizing their situation, then said, “Have we located Allison and Mira?”

“Yes, Your Highness,” said Khaldun. “Princess Jezebel reached Allison through her mirror. They are bringing both of them here, but keeping them separate to make sure Allison can practice magic while Mira uses her null to protect the army. The princess reports that they are waiting for something to happen before they transport Allison to the temple in Shifar.”

“I expect they’ll employ the same tactic in battle,” Salerna said, her expression grave. “They’ll keep Mira with their army to ensure we cannot use magic against them. But they’ll post their mages and wraiths outside her null to keep them free to assault us. Unfortunately, however, I have been able to see none of this in the looking glass.

“Governor Syllith, can we expect Enigma and Sage to join this fight?”

“I believe so,” she replied. “They have been delayed making repairs to the wards protecting Pytha, but I have urged them to work quickly.”

“No, no—tell Enigma to take his time,” Azure said in his deep voice. “The last thing we need is Nyro and her Sacred Circle escaping while the rest of us are busy here.”

“Indeed,” Salerna agreed.

“Enigma also traveled to the temple in Shifar,” Syllith reported. “He’s confirmed that the damage the monks have done to the barrier there is nothing he can repair. Their spells are completely different from what the demons are doing on the inside.”

“Understood,” Salerna replied. “Please convey our gratitude to the two of them for the important work they are doing there.”

Syllith nodded.

“According to our latest estimates, Henry will take the field with roughly twenty-five thousand men,” Salerna told them. “It may be more than that, but it’s hard to say with any certainty at this point. He is drawing on his forces from across his vast territories.

“Unfortunately, we have only Highgate, and we suffered great losses in our last battle with Fosland. We have roughly eighteen thousand, including our Elite Guard. And while Fosland does wield tremendous magical forces against us this time, we do have ten sorcerers on our side, in addition to dozens of mages.

“We must prevail. Should Henry conquer Highgate, then nothing prevents him from taking everything else in northern Maeda, from here to the North Sea. Even without taking Allison to bind Nyro, I daresay he will then possess the resources to conquer southern Maeda as well.”

“What about Stoutwall?” asked Raphael. “Will they come to our aid again?”

“Prince Augustine respectfully denied our request for assistance,” Azure replied. “He suffered heavy losses in the last battle and needs to preserve his remaining force to defend his princedom should Fosland attack there next.”

For the next hour, they discussed their military plans for the battle. But for the mages, Khaldun knew it was fairly simple: counter the enemy’s magic and do everything possible to take out their mages. Unfortunately, those mages now included Mira and Allison.

“How can we eliminate their two sorcerers?” one of the military commanders asked. “That may well prove to be the key to winning this battle.”

“The question should be how can we rescue them,” Khaldun retorted. “Allison told Jezebel she had nothing to do with the attack on the university. Dredmort has told Allison and Mira that they had an agent there who facilitated it. But Allison and Mira are working for Fosland against their will.”

“Rescuing Mira is impossible,” said Azure, “for the duration of this battle, at least. No magic will work inside her null. We could send a team of soldiers to kill her, but it would be difficult and dangerous. They’d have to infiltrate the heart of the enemy army to do it. Even that much would be a suicide mission; those troops wouldn’t make it out alive.

“For Allison, a rescue might be possible. Princess Salerna is right that they will keep their mages outside the null. So, we could use magical means to recover her. However, that will also be extremely risky. Dredmort is sure to use all of their resources to protect her, short of the null. Killing her would be far easier.”

Khaldun opened his mouth to argue, but Salerna held up her hand.

“I will consider these matters and make my decision by the time the battle begins. But we still have at least three days before that happens.”

The princess adjourned their meeting, but asked Khaldun to remain behind. Once everyone else had left, she got to her feet, and said, “Please, come with me.”

Salerna led him up to the keep’s roof, and over to the crystal tower. She opened a heavy iron door, and Khaldun went inside. Salerna closed the door behind them, and they climbed the spiral staircase.

Khaldun was quite winded by the time they’d reached the octagonal chamber at the top. He caught his breath for a minute, taking in the view of the surrounding countryside. Salerna took him to what looked like a table in the center, and he realized that it was a wide, shallow bowl.

“This is the looking glass?” he asked.

Salerna nodded. “Please, gaze into the water and tell me what you see.”

“I’ve never used one of these before. How does it work?”

“Empty your mind, and hold your arms above the water.”

Khaldun did as she instructed, but nothing happened. He could see only the water and the bottom of the bowl. “It’s not showing me anything.”

Salerna sighed. “I have seen nothing since the attack on the university. I believe Mira’s presence is preventing it from functioning.”

“Because of her null?”

“Yes, I believe that is the case. I was hoping that due to your closeness with her, perhaps you would be able to see something.”

“Would her null prevent people from seeing her in prophetic visions, as well?” Khaldun asked. “I know Allure and Enigma have both been able to catch glimpses of the future on occasion.”

“If the looking glass cannot see her, I do not believe they would be able to do so, either,” Salerna replied. “I want you to know that I will do everything in my power to avoid killing those two girls. But in the end, I may not have a choice. We cannot allow this city to fall.”

“Mira is the love of my life,” Khaldun said, a tear slipping down his cheek. “But I understand the situation. I would try rescuing her myself, but without being able to use magic, I have to admit, it does seem impossible. I would only ask you to keep her assassination in reserve as a last resort.”

“You have my word,” said Salerna.

“Allison’s situation is completely different. We could rescue her.”

“Surely, Henry would invoke her true name.”

“Yes, but only once Dredmort had exhausted his every opportunity to retake her,” Khaldun pointed out. “Allure is prepared to perform the rite of binding the moment we have her.”

Salerna fixed him with her gaze. “Do you trust Allure? I’m not sure that I do.”

“Someone else, then. Vision must know the rite of binding.”

“Fair enough,” Salerna replied. “But are you so sure that Allison isn’t exactly where she wants to be? She was raised to rule. Losing that cannot have been easy for her to accept.”

“Yes, I discussed this possibility with Battleaxe recently. Jezebel believes Allison, but I have to confess that I remain skeptical. Her Highness is very close to Allison.”

“Intimately close,” Salerna said.

“Yes. So, I’m not sure if I trust her judgment on this matter. It would be ideal if I could make contact with Mira somehow to corroborate Allison’s story. But failing that, I’d like to speak to Allison directly and make my own assessment.”

“It will be difficult,” Salerna told him, “but that sounds like a wise decision to me. And if you discover that Allison truly has betrayed us?”

Khaldun took a deep breath. He thought of Jezebel and how much she loved her, and her desire to marry her one day, and tears welled up in his eyes. But if Allison had willingly entered Henry’s service, then they had to stop her at all costs. “If that’s the case, then I will kill her myself.”


Chapter 25
Allison


Khaldun left the tower and wandered back toward his chambers, but ran into Battleaxe along the way.

“There you are,” she said, but then added, “Are you all right? You look terrible.”

“Dark days, you know?” he replied with a shrug.

“Yeah, I do. But I’ve always wanted to visit Highgate. I was going to go out and find a tavern… want to join me? Eat some food, get drunk?”

“Sound good,” he said with a grin.

They headed out into the city, but the first few taverns they found were overcrowded. But finally, they came across one on the city’s first level that was only half full. They took a table in the corner.

“So, what’s on your mind?” Battleaxe asked once they’d eaten and ordered a second round of drinks.

After talking to Salerna, Khaldun felt like he couldn’t trust anyone from the university. But he realized that Battleaxe wasn’t anywhere near the university when the attack started. She couldn’t be the traitor.

“Allison and Mira,” he said. “I never thought I’d find myself on the opposite side of a battlefield from them.”

“Ah. Yeah, that is rough.”

“They must have forced Mira into this, but I don’t know about Allison. And I’m afraid they’ll both end up getting killed before this is over.”

Their ales arrived, and Battleaxe took a long drink.

“What are you going to do?” she asked.

“I need your word that if I confide in you, you’ll keep what I tell you to yourself. If Allison is innocent, then the traitor still walks among us. And I can’t risk my plans getting back to them. None of the governors can find out.”

“Why trust me, then?”

“You were in Arthos when the attack started.”

Battleaxe nodded. “All right. You have my word.”

Khaldun heaved a sigh, then told her about his conversation with Salerna. “I won’t be able to get anywhere near Mira because of her null. But if they keep Allison away from her, then I could use magic to get close to her. She professed her innocence to Jezebel, but I want to hear her tell me face-to-face that she wasn’t involved with the attack.”

“And if she convinces you? What then?”

“I don’t know,” he said with a shrug. “At the very least, I can try to persuade Salerna not to order her killed. Perhaps after the battle is done, we can find a way to save her.”

Battleaxe finished her beer. “Well, if you need any help, just let me know.”

“I appreciate it.”

The two of them spent a few more hours at the tavern, both becoming quite drunk. They walked back up to the castle after that, and Khaldun went straight to bed.

For the next few days, Salerna and her commanders continued preparing for the upcoming battle. More soldiers continued to arrive from the outlying holdings, and they ended up with close to twenty thousand troops. Salerna stationed garrisons on every level of the city, but the bulk of the force was encamped on the plain beyond the city.

Khaldun was standing atop the keep’s roof with Azure and Vision when the Foslanders started arriving. Their line stretched into the distance as far as the eye could see. Khaldun spotted Dredmort, Gunthar, and three of the wraiths in the lead, but there was no sign of Mira or Allison. The wraiths had their sun shields in place, enveloping them in shadow, otherwise they wouldn’t have been able to operate in the daylight. Their army made camp far across the plain, and more troops kept pouring in as the day progressed.

“Can we cancel the wraiths’ sun-shield spells?” Khaldun asked Azure. “Without them, they won’t be able to function in daylight.”

“I tried it in Strom,” Azure replied. “They’re surprisingly easy to cancel, but the wraiths put them back in place almost instantly.”

Khaldun kept trying to spot Mira or Allison, but couldn’t find them anywhere. Vision used his talent to get a closer look, but he couldn’t locate them, either.

“They must be keeping them invisible,” said Khaldun. “And if they want to keep her hidden, then Mira can’t expand her null.”

“Because she’d become visible if the size of her null exceeded that of the invisibility spell?” asked Azure.

“Yes, exactly,” Khaldun confirmed.

“Then I think it’s time to poke the bear,” Azure said, unfurling his carpet.

“Be careful,” Khaldun told him. “You won’t be able to fly inside her null.”

“I know,” he said with a grin.

The sorcerer sat down on his carpet and took off into the sky. He circled the city once, then flew high above the plain beyond. As he passed over the enemy army, streamers of various colors appeared below the carpet, drifting slowly toward the ground. Khaldun knew they must be magic but had no idea what purpose they might serve. Suddenly the lowest ones vanished.

“Mira must have expanded her null,” said Khaldun, searching the camp for her.

“There she is,” said Vision. “Right in the middle astride that white horse.”

Khaldun spotted her then, her golden skin glinting in the sun.

Azure made a few more passes over the army, dropping streamers every time. For a brief period, the boundary of Mira’s null became clear as the streamers disappeared. It formed a dome that encompassed the entire army.

“This is quite odd,” Vision muttered.

“What is it?” asked Khaldun?

“Using my inner eye, I cannot see Mira at all. It’s as if she’s invisible.”

“Salerna can’t see her with the looking glass, either,” Khaldun replied.

“Fascinating.”

“I wonder if her null hides her from prophetic visions, too,” said Khaldun.

“Probably so,” Vision replied. “It seems to cancel anything that uses magic.”

Azure returned to the keep’s roof. The three of them tried hurling various spells at the Foslanders—Khaldun threw a giant tornado, Azure shot dozens of fireballs, and Vision called an illusion of a dragon swooping toward the men—but Mira’s null canceled them all. They couldn’t touch the army. They gave up the effort, and about ten minutes later, Mira vanished from sight again. Khaldun knew she must have closer her channels of power, eliminating her null.

“Before the attack, she wasn’t able to sustain an expanded null for more than a few minutes,” Khaldun told them. “Her null is much larger now than it was then, and it appears she can hold it longer now, too.”

“I’m sure they’ll have her keep her channels of power closed until they need her,” Vision observed.

“This might be the way we can overcome her null in the battle,” said Azure. “Keep up a steady barrage of thaumaturgic attacks long enough to wear her down.”

More Foslanders arrived throughout the rest of the day. By sunset, Vision estimated their numbers at twenty-six thousand. But more of Salerna’s levies turned up, too, and her forces topped twenty-one thousand, quite a bit more than she’d anticipated.

Khaldun could only find eight of the wraiths, and wondered where the other three might have gone. There was also no sign of Allison or Nineve. He started to worry that perhaps they had started their journey to the Temple of the Goddess. But when he returned to his chambers after dinner that night, he heard from Jezebel.

“I just heard from Allison,” she said the moment Khaldun gazed into his mirror.

“Where is she?” he asked. “We haven’t seen her yet.”

“She’s there. They’re keeping her invisible along with three wraiths on their left flank. She told me they’re planning on putting her to work tomorrow morning, but then one of their mages heard her and confiscated her mirror.”

“I’m going to try to go out there and speak to her,” Khaldun told her. “Before the battle begins in earnest. Tomorrow, probably.”

“For what purpose? Do you think you can rescue her?”

“I don’t know,” he said with a sigh. “But I want to hear her profess her innocence in person. Face to face.”

“You don’t believe her.”

“I’m reserving judgment. And if she convinces me that she had nothing to do in the attack, then I swear to you, I will find a way to save her.”

Jezebel took a deep breath. “And if she fails to persuade you?”

Khaldun let out a long sigh. “Jez, if Allison was the one who took down the university’s barrier, then she’s in league with Henry. They’re going to liberate Nyro. We have to do everything in our power to stop them.”

Jezebel nodded, her eyes welling up with tears. “Do what you must. I trust your judgment. But please, let me know once….” She choked up and couldn’t get the rest of the words out.

“I will,” Khaldun assured her.

The next morning, Khaldun went up to the roof with Syllith and Battleaxe. Salerna was there with Azure and Vision, and Allure and Semblant arrived next.

“Princess Jezebel has advised me that they’ll be using Allison to harass us today,” Khaldun told Salerna.

“Do we know where she is?” the princess asked.

“Yes, I believe so,” said Khaldun. Gazing out at the army’s left flank, Khaldun reached out with one hand, and projected the magic to cancel invisibility. He couldn’t sense the spell from this far away, but swept the entire area. Sure enough, Allison appeared on a black horse, surrounded by three wraiths and three mages.

Azure held out his hand and hurled a twister at the group. They were ready; someone canceled the spell long before it reached them. The sorcerer threw several fireballs at them, but those died before reaching their target, too.

At that moment, Allison raised her arms to her side, and there was a clap of thunder. Khaldun searched the plain to see what she might be doing, but then Syllith pointed and said, “Look!”

Khaldun spotted the enormous shadow rising out of the ground, halfway between the two armies. It grew roughly thirty feet tall, taking human shape and becoming solid. The ghoul howled and charged toward Highgate’s army.

Azure and Khaldun both threw fire at the monster, but it had no effect. The ghoul reached the soldiers, grabbing one in each hand and tossing them across the plain.

“Quickly, get me closer,” Allure said to Semblant. They got onto his carpet and launched across the city. Allure was on her feet, holding her arms out to her sides, both hands glowing red. The ghoul was reaching for another soldier, but at that moment, stood up straight and bellowed in pain. It turned to smoke and started blowing away on the breeze.

Khaldun sighed in relief, but then felt an earthquake shake the keep. There was another thunderclap, and an enormous shadow burst out of the ground. This time, it was a demon. The monster screamed at the sky, then flew toward the city. It hit the city walls and disappeared.

But then the screaming started. Fires erupted from several points on the city’s second level. Khaldun canceled the flames, but several more fires sprang to life. Vision helped him cancel them, but suddenly, the demon rose out of the roof right in front of them.

The monster stood before Vision and howled in rage. Vision raised his hands to cast some kind of spell, but the demon entered his body. The sorcerer’s eyes glowed red, and he growled, his voice that of a wild animal.

The others backed away from him, but Vision rose high into the sky. He rained fire down on them from the sky. Khaldun cast a shield spell in the nick of time, protecting them from the flames. And then the demon left Vision’s body, hurling him high into the air toward the plain.

“No!” Battleaxe screamed.

But Semblant and Allure swooped out of the sky. One of them called air, guiding Vision onto the carpet. The demon flew toward them, but Allure raised both arms again, her hands glowing red. There was an ear-piercing thunderclap, and the monster turned to smoke, slowly dissipating in the breeze.

“We need to eliminate her,” said Salerna. “They’re only testing our defenses now. We’re finished if we have to face this kind of attack in the middle of the battle.”

“Your Highness, could I speak to you in private?” Khaldun asked as Semblant returned to the roof.

“Of course,” Salerna replied.

She led him back inside and into the conference room. Khaldun cast protective spells around the chamber to block sounds and magical observation.

“Your Highness, I beg you, let me go out there and talk to Allison before you take any action. I need to learn the truth.”

Salerna regarded him in silence for a moment. “I trust you will do what must be done, should it come to that?”

“You have my word.”

Salerna nodded. “Go.”

They returned to the roof. Allison and her group were no longer visible, but there had been no further attacks. Khaldun made himself invisible, then got on his carpet and took off into the sky. He circled high above Fosland’s army once, then dove, flying close to the ground by their left flank, alert for any invisibility spells.

It took only a few minutes to find Allison. Khaldun sensed her wraiths first, then found the invisibility spell. Moving inside of it, while keeping himself hidden, he moved in close to Allison’s side. Then he enclosed himself, the sorcerer, and her horse in a shield spell before removing his invisibility.

Allison’s horse reared, and one of the wraiths screamed. They hurled fire at Khaldun, but his shield held. Allison managed to calm her animal, and with fear in her eyes, said, “What are you doing here?”

“I want the truth.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Did you murder Warhammer?”

“What? No—of course not!”

“Are you the one who let Dredmort and Nineve into the university?”

“No! I’d never seen either one of them before that night!”

Khaldun took a deep breath. “And did you take down the barrier?”

Allison hesitated for only a moment, then said, “No.”

“You did,” Khaldun said with a sigh. “How did they communicate with you prior to the attack?”

“It wasn’t like that!” Allison screamed, her eyes welling up with tears.

Khaldun looked around at the wraiths and mages furiously trying to get through his shield spell. He reinforced it but didn’t think it would last much longer.

“You have only seconds to explain it to me. It’s going to break Jezebel’s heart if I kill you, but I will do it.”

Allison met his gaze and sobbed. “I woke up with a knife at my throat! Nineve was standing in the middle of our room, holding onto Mira, pressing a blade against her neck. I could feel Dredmort’s hot breath on my face. He told me that if I didn’t obey him, they’d kill Mira!”

“What did you do?” Khaldun demanded.

“Dredmort took me outside. He kept himself invisible, but held onto my arm. Then he ordered me to take down the barrier. I didn’t know how, but they were going to kill Mira! I had no choice!”

“Did you do it?”

“Yes!” Allison screamed, breaking down in sobs. “I f-felt the magic, and I t-tore it down!”

“Why did you lie to Jezebel? You told her you had nothing to do with it!”

“Because I’m ashamed!” she screamed. “I wanted to fight them but they had Mira! The attack was all my fault!”

“It was not,” Khaldun told her. “You faced an impossible choice.”

“They kept me unconscious for the trip to the Darkhold, but since then, they’ve been using a spell that forces me to do what they want. I’m afraid of what they might make me do next!”

Khaldun spotted Dredmort rushing over to them. “I have to go.”

“No—kill me! Please! They’re going to make me free Nyro! Khaldun, please!”

Khaldun shook his head. “We’re going to save you, Allison. I promise. But in the meantime, you must do everything you can to protect yourself—and Mira!”

He could wait no longer. Dredmort had arrived, and was casting some sort of spell that was creating cracks in his shield spell. Khaldun made himself invisible and took off into the sky. Dredmort hurled fireballs after him, but they went wide. Khaldun made his way back to the keep roof.

Landing near the people gathered there, he found Battleaxe, Allure, Semblant, Vision, Syllith, and Salerna all staring at him expectantly. “Your Highness?” Khaldun said, meeting her gaze.

Salerna nodded and led him back inside. They returned to her conference room, and Khaldun put the usual protective spells in place. Then he told her what he’d learned.

“So, she’s not completely innocent, but she is blameless,” Salerna said with a sigh. “The poor girl. I don’t know what I would have done in such a situation.”

“I do,” Khaldun replied. “I couldn’t have let Mira die, either.”

“What do you propose we do about this? We cannot allow her to fight against us in the battle. But killing her would be tragic.”

Khaldun took a deep breath. “After what I just did, they’re sure to move her. I could find her again and get her out of there on my carpet. But then we have a problem.”

“Dredmort would alert Henry, and he would invoke her true name.”

“It’s more than that, though. It’s a huge risk, but I might be able to get her to Vision to reassign her bond before they execute her. They’ll want to try retaking her first. Henry’s worked for too long to acquire a sorcerer to let her go so easily.

“But Allison was not the traitor. I’m sure of it now. She didn’t murder Warhammer nor was she the one who let Dredmort and Nineve into the university. And that means that whoever betrayed us is here with us now. Even if I can get Allison to Vision in time, they’ll sabotage the rite somehow. It’s long and complex and there are plenty of things that could go wrong even in the best circumstances.”

“Then, I’m afraid I’m confused,” Salerna said with a frown. “Are you suggesting that we do nothing?”

Khaldun realized there was only one way to proceed. Just one chance of rescuing Allison and making sure that Henry couldn’t use her to liberate Nyro. He explained his idea to Salerna.

She sat down at the head of the table as he spoke, her expression growing grimmer by the second. Finally, when he was done, she said, “What you are proposing is madness.” Khaldun opened his mouth to reply, but she held up one hand and added, “But it might well solve all of our problems.”

Khaldun couldn’t help grinning. “This will have to wait till nightfall to have any chance of succeeding. Can you hold off on assassinating Allison?”

“Yes, but you must act fast. Fosland will attack tomorrow, I have no doubt—even if you succeed. We must neutralize Allison by then.”

“I’ll take care of it, Your Highness,” he replied, turning to leave.

“And Khaldun?” He stopped and faced her. “Don’t attempt this alone. Surely there must be someone you can trust?”

Khaldun nodded. “I know just the person.”

He ran back to his chambers. Once inside, he locked the door, and cast his protective spells. Then he used his mirror to contact Jezebel. Her face appeared in the glass almost immediately.

“What happened?” she asked, tears welling up in her eyes.

“Allison took down the barrier protecting the university.” Jezebel sobbed, closing her eyes tight. “But she did it under duress. They were threatening to kill Mira if she didn’t comply. And she didn’t kill Warhammer, or let Henry’s mages into the university.”

Jezebel sobbed again, but opened her eyes, her face registering surprised relief. “You’re sure?”

Khaldun nodded. “I have a plan to save her. But I’m going to need Gemma’s help.”

“Gemma’s?” Jezebel said in confusion. “But I don’t understand⁠—”

“I won’t say more now, but I’ll see you soon.”

“You will? Khaldun, what are you up to?”

“Trust me,” he said with a grin.

Khaldun put away the mirror and removed the spells, then went to look for Battleaxe. He found her in the great hall, sitting down for a meal with Cyclone.

“Have you got a minute?” he asked.

“Sure, what’s going on?”

“Not here,” Khaldun said, gazing around at all the people. “Come with me.”

He led her into Salerna’s conference room, closing the door behind him and casting his protective spells.

“I’m going to save Allison. But it’s dangerous and I don’t want to risk it alone. Salerna approved the mission, but nobody else can know.”

“I’m in,” she said. “What’s the plan?”

“Can’t tell you yet,” he replied with a grin. “Only once we’re underway.”

“All right, then let’s go!”

“No—not yet. But meet me here after dinner.”

Khaldun spent the rest of the day trying to avoid contact with any of the other mages. He knew they’d have questions, but his plan would only work if none of them found out what was coming. But he returned to his chambers before dinner and found Syllith waiting for him inside, lying on his bed.

“You’re avoiding me, sorcerer,” she said with a grin as she got to her feet.

“Not just you,” he said.

“What happened with Allison today?”

Khaldun sighed. He told her about his conversation with her.

“So, the real traitor is here. In the castle.” Khaldun nodded. “What’s your plan?”

“I can’t tell you—but it’s nothing personal. Nobody else but Salerna knows. But if it works, it’ll save us all a whole lot of trouble.”

Khaldun expected Syllith to try wrangling the truth out of him, but much to his surprise, she only nodded, and said, “I’m starving. Join me for dinner?”

“Yes, definitely,” he replied with a chuckle.

They went down to the great hall. The room was packed—all the university’s mages were here, along with Salerna and her family, and her mages and advisers. Khaldun sat with Syllith at the end of one table. He spotted all the rest of the sorcerers casting him curious glances—Allure, Semblant, Cyclone, Azure, Spring, Mist, and Intuit—as well as the rest of the governors.

One of these people was the traitor, Khaldun reminded himself. One of them had murdered Warhammer and let Dredmort and Nineve into the university. And in only a few more hours, he would be doing his very best to undo their carefully laid plans.


Chapter 26
Assassination


After dinner, Khaldun said goodnight to Syllith and headed back up to his chambers. But once he’d gone inside, he made himself invisible, then moved back into the hallway. He hurried down to Salerna’s conference room and found Battleaxe waiting for him. She started when he opened the door, but he removed his invisibility spell and said, “Ready?”

Khaldun made them both invisible, then headed up to the top floor of the keep. They went up to the roof, and Khaldun paused, gazing out across the plain. Tens of thousands of men were out there, divided up into the opposing army camps. Fires dotted the land, and even from this height, he caught whiffs of wood smoke.

“So, what are we doing?” Battleaxe asked.

“Not yet,” he replied, removing his carpet from the void and unfurling it on the roof. “Let’s go.”

They took their seats, and he launched into the sky, heading northwest. Khaldun flew as fast as he could, and Battleaxe called air, adding to their speed. Full night had fallen by the time they reached Fosland City. Khaldun took them a little farther north, navigating by the moonlight, and landed on the top of an enormous bluff overlooking the city and the surrounding plain. Getting to his feet, Khaldun stretched for a moment, then looked out at the city.

“Now can you tell me what the hell we’re doing out here?” said Battleaxe, standing next to him.

“Yes,” he replied. “Do you know where we are?”

“Unless I’ve lost all sense of direction, that must be the Darkhold right there.”

“That’s correct. We’re going to save Allison. I figured we’d take her to Vision and hope that he could reassign her bond before Henry could invoke her true name. But that was always going to be risky, and while I’m pretty sure I can trust Vision, that plan would have given the traitor an opportunity to sabotage the rite.”

“So… why are we in Fosland?”

“We’re going to kidnap Henry and take him to Spanbrook.”

“What? Why?”

“Because I can trust everyone there. And one of Jezebel’s mages can reassign Henry’s line of succession. We’ll name Princess Jezebel his immediate heir, and then we’ll kill Henry.”

Battleaxe gasped. “That means Allison’s bond will pass to Jezebel.”

“Precisely.”

Battleaxe nodded appreciatively. “This is the craziest plan I’ve ever heard. I love it. But how do we get to Henry?”

“We wait,” said Khaldun, sitting down on the ground. “It’s still early. But at some point, Henry’s going to drink himself into oblivion and collapse in his bed.”

“So, what—we fly up to his window and grab him?”

“That’s what I was thinking,” Khaldun said with a shrug.

“He’s going to have guards posted,” said Battleaxe.

“Of course,” Khaldun agreed. “That shouldn’t be a problem.”

“He’ll have mages, too,” said Battleaxe, sitting down next to him.

“Nineve, probably,” Khaldun replied. “We haven’t seen her in Highgate yet. I’m betting he wanted to keep at least one of his top mages behind to protect the Darkhold. And she provides certain other benefits as well.”

Battleaxe looked puzzled for a moment, then said, “Oh, are they intimate?”

“Last I knew.”

Battleaxe pulled her weapons out of the void and set them down next to her. “I like it.”

“We should take out Nineve while we’re here,” Khaldun told her. “And destroy any mirrors we can find. There’s no telling what Dredmort might do if he finds out about this, so we need to make sure they have no way to alert him.”

“You know, if we pull this off, you need a new name,” Battleaxe said with a grin. “Most sorcerers take one, usually once they’ve come into their full power. I’m thinking we could call you ‘Kingslayer’.”

Khaldun chuckled. “I don’t think so.”

“How about ‘Audacity’?”

“No!”

“‘Princebane’?”

“I think I’ll give it a few years before I consider a name change,” he said, grinning.

They sat in silence for a few minutes, then Khaldun said, “I wonder why no one has attempted this before.”

“Assassinating Henry?” Battleaxe asked. He nodded. “I’m not sure what purpose it would have served. This move isn’t going to eliminate the threat Fosland poses to the rest of Maeda—Henry’s successor will take over, whoever that may be. And that person will inherit control of the princedom’s resources and military might.

“And normally, Henry probably has several mages protecting him at all times. We’re taking advantage of circumstances here, with nearly all of his wizards and witches reassigned to Highgate. And Azure was the only one with a carpet, so I’m not sure if anyone else could have pulled this off.”

“That explains it,” Khaldun said with a nod. “And doing this now only makes sense because he commands a sorcerer.”

They waited a couple of hours, then Khaldun made them invisible, and they took off into the night. He flew them over the city and right up to the Darkhold’s keep, hovering about a hundred yards away.

“Which room is Henry’s?” Battleaxe asked.

“I’m not sure, but I’d bet it’s the big one in the middle of the top floor.”

“With the terrace overlooking the city?” said Battleaxe. “Yeah, that makes sense. No guards posted, though. He must not be in there yet.”

Khaldun took them around the keep, but they didn’t see any other area that looked like it could be Henry’s. They moved back to their original position and watched for a while, but there was no sign of activity inside. Khaldun flew them to a nearby rooftop, and they landed there. The position afforded them a clear view of Henry’s chambers.

Finally, at least an hour later, they spotted light emanating from the room, as if someone had lit some oil lamps. Two guards emerged, taking positions on the terrace.

“This is it,” said Battleaxe. “Let’s go.”

“Not yet,” Khaldun replied. “Give it some time. This’ll be easier if we wait till he’s asleep.”

Another thirty minutes went by, and finally, the lights in the room dimmed. Khaldun reinforced their invisibility spell, and they flew back to the keep. He used the knockout spell to put the two guards under, then took the carpet in closer, right outside Henry’s doors.

Peering inside, he spotted two naked women kneeling on the bed, one behind the other, both facing the headboard. The one in front had flaming red hair; this had to be Nineve. Khaldun didn’t recognize the other. He wondered where Henry was for a moment, until he realized he was beneath them. Nineve was straddling his face, while the other woman was riding him. They were so close that he could hear them moaning.

“I did not need to see this,” Battleaxe hissed.

Khaldun set them down on the terrace. They got to their feet and waited. The minutes dragged by until finally Henry and his women finished. Nineve sat on the edge of the bed, grabbed her staff, and extinguished the last oil lamp. Then she lay back down next to the other two.

After a few minutes, Khaldun nodded to Battleaxe. They slipped into the room, and Khaldun used his knockout spell to make sure the three of them were under, one at a time.

“I’ll take care of the witch,” said Battleaxe, approaching the bed. But just then, Nineve sat up, grabbing her staff, and igniting the oil lamps. “Who’s there?” she screamed, looking around frantically.

“Shit,” Khaldun muttered.

Nineve slipped out of the bed and called fire, creating a wall of flames between the bed and the invisible intruders. Khaldun canceled it, and called magic, encasing her in a sheet of glowing blue energy. Battleaxe rushed in, swinging one axe and decapitating her. Blood spurted from the witch’s neck as her body collapsed on the floor.

“I guess her magic was too strong for your sleep spell, huh?” Battleaxe said with a shrug.

Just then, the doors to the corridor burst open, and two wizards rushed into the room, with half a dozen guards right behind them. Battleaxe cut down one of the mages, while Khaldun called fire, trying to ignite the other from within. Nothing happened at first, so he poured more power into the spell, until the wizard went up in flames. His charred corpse fell to the floor.

Khaldun was about to ignite one of the guards, but Battleaxe was in his way. She moved like the wind, and in seconds, it was over. All the guards lay dead.

Henry stirred then, grunting and groaning as he tried to sit up. But Khaldun hit him with another knockout spell and he fell silent.

“Let’s get him out of here,” he said. Calling air, he lifted Henry off the bed, encasing him in a sheet of energy, and moving him out to the terrace. He lay him across the middle of the carpet.

They went back inside, and Khaldun found a small mirror on the nightstand. “This one must be Henry’s,” he said, smashing it on the stone floor.

Battleaxe held out one hand, sweeping it around the room. Then she moved to a chair in the corner, and picked up a pile of black leather. Khaldun recognized it as the clothing Nineve always wore. Battleaxe pulled a mirror out of a small pocket in the inside of the bosom, set it on the floor, and stomped on it with her boot heel.

They both checked the rest of the chambers, but found no other mirrors. The devices were imbued with magic, which sorcerers could use to sense them. Finally, the two of them went back outside, retaking their positions on the carpet. Khaldun lifted them off the terrace, and they shot into the sky.

Khaldun headed northwest, and Battleaxe added to their speed. Flying at night was difficult, but Nomad had taught him long ago how to navigate by the stars. He kept running through their plan in his head, and realized one potential flaw. The act of transferring Allison’s bond to Jezebel wouldn’t be complete until Henry was dead. And this meant that as long as he was alive, Henry could invoke Allison’s true name. Khaldun doubted he would do it until the instant he realized his death was imminent. But just in case, he would be ready to incinerate him at a moment’s notice.

Once they’d reached Spanbrook, Khaldun landed in the courtyard. Pulling out his mirror, he called out to Jezebel. It took her a minute, but finally she answered with her sleepy eyes.

“We’re here. Can you fetch Gemma and meet us in my tower chambers?”

“We’ll be right there,” she replied.

Khaldun called air, lifting the naked prince off the carpet and taking him to the tower. He didn’t have his key, but Jezebel showed up with Gemma only moments later, and Jezebel had hers. Khaldun introduced them to Battleaxe, then the four of them went inside, Khaldun moving Henry up the steps in front of him.

Inside his chambers, he lit the torches and sat Henry in one of the chairs. He kept the binding energy in place, but canceled the sleep spell to wake him up. Henry took in his surroundings for a moment, his brow furrowed in confusion, but then seemed to recognize Khaldun and Jezebel.

“What in the fuck is this?” he demanded. “Where am I?”

“Welcome to Spanbrook, Your Majesty,” Jezebel said with a smirk.

“You stupid bitch! What is the meaning of this? Let me out of this thing!” He struggled against the energy sheet. Khaldun couldn’t help but grin.

“The mighty King Henry,” said Battleaxe. “You’re smaller than I imagined. Of course, I always pictured you with clothes on, too…”

“You must be that warrior mage,” Henry said with a sneer. “I’ve heard about you. We had to kill your teacher to make sure he didn’t interfere. But don’t worry, you’ll be next.”

Battleaxe grabbed him by the throat. Henry spat in her face. The sorcerer backhanded him, bloodying his lip.

“Enough!” said Jezebel. “What are we doing with him?” she asked Khaldun.

“He’s Allison’s conjurnor,” Khaldun told her. “I was thinking we could reassign his line of succession to make you and your parents his heirs, and then kill him.”

Jezebel gave him a blank stare for a moment, then gasped. “But that means… Allison’s bond⁠—”

“Would pass to you, Your Highness,” said Khaldun.

Jezebel grabbed him in a bearhug so tight Khaldun thought his ribs might crack. He patted her on the back for a moment, and then she pulled away. Turning to Gemma, she said, “Do it.”

“Gladly,” Gemma said with a smile, moving to the cabinet to prepare the potion.

“You will never get away with this!” Henry shouted, his face turning red. “My mages will come to my rescue! I’m going to cut off your fucking heads and shit down your throats!”

Jezebel ignored him, but Khaldun said, “I’m afraid not. Nobody knows you’re here. Your people in Highgate think you’re still in Fosland. And we destroyed your mirrors so nobody can alert them.”

Henry blanched. Gemma returned, a vial in her hand. Henry stared at it and clamped his mouth shut. Battleaxe grabbed him by the hair, pulling his head back with one gloved hand, and forcing his jaw open with the other. “Do it!”

Gemma poured the potion into his mouth, but Henry spat it out at her.

“Go fuck yourselves! I’m not drinking that shit! You stupid⁠—”

Battleaxe punched him in the stomach and Henry groaned.

“Do you know that spell that makes people susceptible to suggestion?” Khaldun asked her.

“I wish I did,” she replied, glaring at Henry. “But I have a better idea, if Gemma would be willing to prepare another potion?”

Gemma went back to the cabinet, returning moments later with a second batch. Battleaxe held out her hand, and Gemma gave her the vial. The sorcerer called air, freezing its contents, and the vial cracked. She pulled away the glass, and handed Gemma the frozen potion, saying, “I’ll force his mouth open again, and you shove this down his throat.”

Gemma nodded, and Henry started swearing at them. But Battleaxe pried his jaws open again, and Gemma pushed the cylinder of ice down his throat. Henry gagged and coughed and tried spitting it up, but it stayed down.

Pulling out her wand, Gemma said, “Your Highness, please remind me of the names of your heirs?”

“Robert Barclay, Vivien Barclay, and Treynor Renshaw,” said Jezebel.

Gemma nodded, then began reciting her spell. Henry spouted a steady stream of curses, struggling mightily against his magical bonds, but Gemma continued. Khaldun heard Jezebel’s names and those of her heirs. When she was done, Henry’s body emitted a glow for a moment.

“It’s done,” Gemma told them.

Khaldun readied his spell; if Henry uttered Allison’s name, he would incinerate him before he could finish invoking her true name.

“Thank you,” said Jezebel. “Now,” she added to Henry, pulling out her own wand. “Who’s the traitor?”

Henry laughed at her. “Fuck you. I’m not telling you anything.”

Jezebel called fire, burning the hair off his head. Henry screamed. “Who is it?” she demanded.

“We’re going to reduce Highgate to rubble and then we’re coming for you!”

Jezebel called a flame, bringing it within inches of his face. Henry tried to blow it out, then spat on it, but Jezebel brought the fire right up to his nose. Henry screamed again.

“WHO’S THE TRAITOR?!” Jezebel shouted.

“Allure! It’s Allure!”

“I knew it!” said Khaldun.

“No, wait,” Henry said with a grin. “Not Allure. It was Syllith.”

“What?” said Jezebel.

“You gullible fucks. I was joking. It was Azure all along.”

Jezebel grew her flame to twice its size, singing his eyebrows. “The truth—NOW!”

“Fuck yourself!”

Khaldun put his hand on Jezebel’s shoulder. She canceled the flame, pulling away from him and yelling, “Shit!”

“You can all rot in hell!” Henry shouted. “It doesn’t matter who she’s bound to. Dredmort can still force that pale bitch to do whatever we want! You’re still going to lose!”

“May I, Your Highness?” said Battleaxe, moving one axe blade toward Henry’s groin.

“No, forget it,” said Jezebel. “We’re done here. Kill him,” she added to Khaldun.

Henry locked eyes with Khaldun, an expression of rage on his face. He opened his mouth to speak, but Khaldun unleashed his spell, incinerating him from within. Henry screamed for a moment but it was cut off as the flames consumed him.

“Good riddance,” Battleaxe muttered.

Jezebel fixed Khaldun with a stare. “It worked. I know Allison’s true name!”


Chapter 27
Rescue


Jezebel grabbed Khaldun in a hug. “Thank you for this.”

“Don’t thank me yet. They still have her.”

“Yes, of course,” Jezebel replied, tears slipping down her cheeks. “Will you both stay here and get some sleep before you fly back to Highgate?”

“I’m afraid not,” said Khaldun. “We must not delay.”

Jezebel nodded. “Be safe. And please, contact me with any news.”

“I will.”

The four of them left the tower together, then Khaldun and Battleaxe said farewell to Jezebel and Gemma. They boarded the carpet and took off into the night sky.

It was nearly dawn by the time they’d reached Highgate. Khaldun circled high above the enemy encampment, but couldn’t see Mira or Allison anywhere. He set them down on the keep roof.

“I am quite tired,” he said as he rolled up the carpet. “But I don’t imagine I’ll be seeing my bed anytime soon.”

Battleaxe patted him on the shoulder. “Luckily for us, sorcerers don’t need to sleep every night. Come on, we’d better report to Salerna.”

They went inside the keep and found the princess’s chambers. Four soldiers stood guard outside her doors, along with one of her mages. Khaldun told them they needed to see Salerna immediately. The witch slipped inside, returning moments later and saying, “Her Highness will see you now.”

Khaldun and Battleaxe entered her chambers, and the witch closed the door behind them. Salerna greeted them, still wearing her robe, and invited them to sit down with her in her private office. Jennifer was still in bed, and gave them a little wave as they passed.

Salerna sat down behind her desk, and Khaldun and Battleaxe took the two seats across from her. Once Khaldun had cast his protective spells, they took turns telling her how it had gone.

“Well done, both of you,” the princess said once they’d finished. “You’ve rid the world of one of the worst despots Anoria has ever seen. Unfortunately, the war machine he built lives on. I’m sure Dredmort will have heard the news by now, and they’ll proceed with their attack as planned.”

“Dredmort cannot possibly know yet,” said Khaldun. “We destroyed Henry and Nineve’s mirrors. The castle will have to send a rider, who will take days to reach here.”

“Interesting,” said Salerna, steepling her fingers together. “I’ll be curious to see what Dredmort does next. Will he execute their operation without the final orders from the Darkhold? Time will tell.

“But what of Allison? Will she know that she is no longer bound to Henry?”

“I don’t think so,” said Battleaxe. “Conjurnors typically become aware of a new bond immediately when they learn the mage’s true name. But sorcerers have no way to tell.”

“I sensed nothing when my bond switched from Aldo to Jezebel,” said Khaldun. “So, I doubt Allison will have any idea.”

“We should find a way to tell her,” Battleaxe suggested.

“Yes,” Salerna agreed. “Although I daresay they will have increased the security around her after Khaldun made contact.”

“Your Highness, at this point, I believe our goal should be to rescue Allison,” said Khaldun. “Only Jezebel knows her true name, so that threat, at least, has been removed. And rescuing her also deprives them of their means of liberating Nyro.”

Salerna frowned but nodded. “Yes, I believe we must. But let us assess the state of affairs this morning and determine the best way to proceed.

“But you two must be exhausted from your journey. We have a little time yet before battle is likely to be joined. You should both try to get a little sleep.”

Khaldun and Battleaxe left Salerna’s chambers and headed up the corridor. Battleaxe’s room was on the floor below, so they went down the stairs, stopping on the landing.

“We make a good team,” said Battleaxe, shaking his hand. “I look forward to working with you again.”

“Agreed,” Khaldun said with a grin. “Something tells me we’ll get the chance rather soon.”

He trotted down the next flight of steps, but almost ran into Allure on the landing.

“Here you are,” she said, standing uncomfortably close and stroking his cheek with one hand. “I was looking for you after dinner, but couldn’t find you anywhere. Nobody else had seen you either, so I figured you must have left the castle. I stayed up quite late waiting for you to return.”

“Yes, ah… we just got back,” he stammered, backing away a few steps.

“You were gone a long time. Where did you go?”

“I’m sorry. It was a secret mission for Princess Salerna.”

Khaldun hurried off before she could interrogate him further. She was very persuasive—Khaldun found himself wanting to tell her everything. But he knew it was some sort of magic. Something Allure seemed to have in common with Nyro, in fact, based on his interactions with her through the artifact.

Reaching his chambers, Khaldun collapsed on the bed but couldn’t sleep. His mind was still abuzz from the night’s events, and the encounter with Allure had rattled him. She’d reminded him forcibly of Nyro; this alone made him suspect her as the traitor. Although she’d come clean about her research into necromancy back in Arthos, that hardly cleared her. And if she were in league with Fosland, then she’d almost certainly try to sabotage any mission to rescue Allison.

Khaldun couldn’t settle down and finally gave up on sleep. Getting out of bed, he realized that he was famished. He made his way down to the great hall and found that the entire castle seemed to be there for breakfast. Sitting down with Battleaxe, he told her about his brief conversation with Allure.

Gazing around the room, Battleaxe replied, “It seems like everyone’s watching us again. Allure’s not the only one I distrust. We’d better keep our eyes open in the battle today.”

Khaldun couldn’t agree more.

After their meal, the two of them headed up to the roof. Salerna and Azure were there already, as were Syllith, Allure, Semblant, Vision, and Raphael, the top military commanders, and about a dozen soldiers. Salerna had deployed the rest of the university and Highgate mages to the battlements on the city’s various levels. Except the sorcerers’ conjurnors—they’d been ordered to remain in their chambers for the duration of the battle to keep them safe.

On the plain far below, Highgate’s army had formed ranks. Many dozens of archers had taken position on either flank, and a dozen trebuchets were lined up, ready to hurl incendiary missiles into the enemy ranks.

But the Foslanders had yet to organize. Khaldun heard the other mages express confusion about the situation—they’d fully expected Fosland to unleash its onslaught this morning. Azure flew off on his carpet to survey the plain, going invisible as he passed over the city. He returned fifteen minutes later.

“There are still more Foslander units arriving from the north,” he reported. “Perhaps they’re delaying the attack until the rest of their forces arrive?”

“I think not,” Salerna replied. She asked the mages and her commanders to join her inside, leaving only the soldiers on the roof, and led them down to her conference room.

Salerna gazed around at them once they’d all taken their seats. “Last night, Khaldun and Battleaxe abducted Henry from the Darkhold and transported him to Spanbrook. Once Princess Jezebel’s witch had reassigned her as his direct heir, Khaldun executed him. Khaldun and Battleaxe also assassinated Nineve and destroyed the mirrors she and Henry were using to communicate with their people here.”

“So, that’s why they haven’t attacked yet,” said Azure. “We cut of the head of the snake. Dredmort is hesitating without any direct orders to proceed.”

“Allison’s bond should not have been reassigned to Jezebel,” said Vision. “Spanbrook already has one sorcerer, and it is Allison’s homeland. You should have consulted the governors before taking this action.”

“Forgive me, but we have larger problems now,” said Salerna. “The university has been destroyed and your council has been compromised. We could not risk revealing this mission to anyone—I authorized it myself.”

“And now we must alert Allison,” Azure told them. “She will have no way of knowing that she is no longer bound to Henry. Does she still have her mirror?”

“No,” Khaldun replied. “They found it and destroyed it.”

“Sadly, even if we could communicate the information to Allison, it may not change much,” Salerna said. “They could still use their spell of suggestion to force her to obey.”

“At this point, we should rescue Allison,” said Khaldun. “The problem before was that Henry could have invoked her true name. We have removed that threat.”

“Dredmort is sure to have increased the security around her,” Azure pointed out. “Rescue may not be possible anymore.”

“And we’ll have to find her again. I’m sure they’ve moved her from the left flank by now,” Khaldun added. “But we have to try.”

“I agree,” said Salerna. “Removing her from the battlefield will eliminate their leverage on Mira. That could make it easier for her to resist. And it robs them of their ability to liberate Nyro, which I am sure continues to be their true objective. Khaldun, I assume you would like to carry out this mission yourself?”

“Yes, Your Highness.”

“He shouldn’t go alone this time,” said Azure.

“I’ll go with him,” said Battleaxe. “When do we leave?”

“Right now,” said Salerna, getting to her feet. “Azure will fly separately and cover you in case you get into any trouble.”

The group returned to the roof. Gazing out across the plain, Khaldun could see that the Foslander army was finally forming ranks. It seemed that Dredmort had decided to take matters into his own hands.

“I need to link us to each other’s carpets,” Azure said to Khaldun. “We’ll both be using our own invisibility spells, but this will allow us to track each other.”

“How does it work?” Khaldun asked.

“It creates a beacon that shines through the invisibility spell, but only someone linked to it can see it. You won’t be able to see the rider, but you’ll be able to track the carpet.”

Khaldun nodded, and Azure held out both hands. Both carpets glowed for a moment before returning to normal. Salerna remained on the roof with Allure, Semblant, Syllith, Vision, and Raphael as Khaldun launched into the sky with Battleaxe, Azure right behind them on his own carpet. Khaldun encased them in invisibility and shield spells.

Khaldun soared over the enemy forces, heading toward their left flank where Allison had been last time. He flew in low, circling her previous position, and trying to sense any invisibility spells below. Flying wider with each pass, he failed to find anything. He flew concentric circles around the right flank, too, but couldn’t find any invisibility spells here, either.

But the Foslanders were still organizing, a steady stream of them making their way onto the battlefield. And Khaldun felt a sense of dread as they passed over their camp, suggesting that the wraiths were there. Climbing higher and circling the entire plain, he gave it a few minutes, then went in low to check again. Finally, he felt the presence of wraiths on their right flank, and found an invisibility spell in the same area. Khaldun moved them in closer. Reaching out with one hand, he removed the magic.

Allison was there astride her horse, but this time, Lane sat on his own mount right next to her. They had four wraiths around them, and half a dozen soldiers.

“Someone’s removed our invisibility!” Lane shouted. “Guards, stand ready!”

Khaldun called fire, trying to incinerate Lane from within. His magic failed, but exposed a shield spell protecting the whole group. Just then, someone removed Khaldun’s invisibility spell, too. Khaldun and Battleaxe hurled a barrage of fire spells at their shield. Glowing cracks began to form along its surface.

But at the same time, the wraiths converged on Khaldun and Battleaxe, throwing their own blast of magic at their shield spell. The soldiers surrounded their position, too, ready to attack as soon as the opportunity arose.

Finally, they weakened the enemy’s shield enough that Khaldun was able to cancel it. But at that moment, his own shield failed, too. Khaldun called air, ready to lift Allison out of her saddle and get them out of there. But at that moment, Battleaxe shouted his name.

Glancing behind him, he spotted the flames engulfing the rear of the carpet. Battleaxe managed to extinguish the fire, but Khaldun lost control momentarily, and they dropped several feet. The soldiers charged, swinging their swords. Battleaxe fended them off, but they were about to be swamped. Focusing with all his might, Khaldun flew them higher and away from the melee.

But it was no use—the flames had done too much damage. The spells that enabled the carpet to fly were coming unraveled. They were losing height again despite Khaldun’s best efforts. There was no way they could make it back to the castle, so he got them as far from the Foslanders as he could. But finally, the carpet’s spells failed altogether, and they crashed on the plain. Khaldun and Battleaxe toppled onto the ground, rolling several times before regaining their feet.

Turning, Khaldun spotted a dozen riders charging toward them, including Lane and another wizard he didn’t recognize. He scanned the sky quickly, but didn’t see Azure anywhere.

“Focus on the mages,” Battleaxe told him, weapons at the ready. “I’ll take care of the soldiers.”

Their enemies surrounded them moments later. Battleaxe went to work, her blades moving too fast to see. Lane tried hitting her with a fire spell; Khaldun didn’t bother canceling it, because his magic wasn’t strong enough to affect her. Instead, he called air, hurling a twister at the two wizards. It sucked the unknown wizard out of his saddle, hurling him across the plain, but Lane retreated in time to avoid it.

Khaldun was preparing his next spell, but Azure appeared in their midst, his carpet hovering a few feet off the ground.

“Get on!” he shouted as he called a wall of flame twenty feet high around Lane.

Khaldun didn’t need to be told twice. Jumping onto the carpet, he cast a shield spell around them, cutting Battleaxe off from the soldiers. She leaped onto the carpet, then Azure took off. Looking down, Khaldun spotted Lane collecting the remains of his carpet. He didn’t believe they’d be able to salvage it, but just in case, called fire to incinerate the rest of it. Azure took them high into the sky as Khaldun and Battleaxe called earth to keep themselves from falling off.

Azure circled the plain once to gain some height. Khaldun searched the ground below, but couldn’t find Allison anywhere. They must have renewed the invisibility spell around her, and probably moved her again. They reached the top of the keep and disembarked.

“That’s too bad,” Azure said as they headed toward the rest of the group. “I thought you had her before they hit your carpet with that fire spell.”

“They didn’t hit us,” Battleaxe said with a scowl.

“What are you talking about?” asked Khaldun.

“That spell came from above. It was either someone in the air, or back here on the roof.”

Khaldun’s heart leaped into his throat as he realized that Allure and Semblant were missing—along with Semblant’s carpet.

“It was a valiant effort,” Salerna told them as they reached the others. But then she saw the look on Khaldun’s face and added, “What’s wrong?”

“Where did Allure and Semblant go?” Battleaxe asked. “One of them is responsible for torching Khaldun’s carpet.”

The others looked around in confusion, and Syllith said, “They were here a minute ago…”

Salerna turned to one of her commanders. “Have your men seal all the exits and search the castle. Find those sorcerers and alert Azure to their location.”

“Yes, Your Highness,” the man said before running off.

“There’s a good chance they’re already gone,” Azure told Salerna.

“That may well be true,” she said with a sigh. “But we need to be sure. Do a quick sweep yourself—the soldiers can’t sense invisibility spells. Check their chambers and all the exits.”

Azure nodded and hurried off.

Khaldun felt anxious but relieved at the same time. Their rescue attempt had forced Allure and Semblant to expose themselves as the traitors. They’d had no choice but to act. If Khaldun and Battleaxe had succeeded, Dredmort would have lost Allison.

Gazing across the battlefield, Khaldun expected to spot the two sorcerers joining the Foslanders against them, but couldn’t see them anywhere. But nearly all the rest of the troops had joined their lines. The battle was sure to start soon.

There was only one thing about the situation Khaldun couldn’t figure out. If Allure and Semblant were working for Fosland, why did they need Allison? Either one of them could have liberated and bound Nyro.

Perhaps those two didn’t wish to become necromancers? Khaldun knew for sure he didn’t want to make that transformation. Not yet, anyway. And he supposed it was also possible neither of them was willing to be bound to Henry—or to Dredmort. Keeping their current conjurnors had to be more appealing, especially if they could have kept up their ruse. They enjoyed far more freedom than they’d have under the Foslanders.

But now, their conjurnors could invoke their true names if Allure or Semblant acted against them. Khaldun knew that no sorcerer could cause harm to their conjurnor, otherwise he was sure those two would murder theirs at this point.

Khaldun gasped. Turning to Salerna, he said, “Allure and Semblant can’t harm their own conjurnors, but⁠—”

“They could murder each other’s,” Salerna finished for him, her eyes wide.

Vision overheard them. “Come with me,” he said to Khaldun and Battleaxe, hurrying toward the stairway.

“Who are their conjurnors?” Battleaxe asked as they hurried down the steps.

“Madeline is Semblant’s,” he replied. “Felix is Allure’s.”

“Who’s Felix?” Khaldun asked as they ran along the corridor.

“One of the other governors.”

Vision stopped near the far end of the hall, pounding on the door to one of the rooms. There was no answer, so he used magic to unlock it, and the three of them moved inside. But at that moment, Madeline emerged from the washroom wearing only a towel.

“What is going on?” she demanded, her wand in hand.

“Apologies, my lady,” said Vision. “We were concerned for your safety. Have you seen Allure or Semblant?”

“No, I thought they were with you, preparing for the battle?”

Vision explained what had happened.

“That’s impossible,” she said, her face registering shock. “I long suspected they were digging up secrets best left buried, but never did I think they would betray us like this…”

“Please remain here,” Vision said to Battleaxe. “You, come with me,” he added to Khaldun.

They hurried down to the next level, and Vision knocked on Felix’s door.

“Come in,” said a voice from within.

Khaldun followed Vision into the chambers, and they found the wizard sitting at his table, gazing out the window. The city and the plain beyond were visible outside. Vision explained the situation, but Felix hadn’t seen the two sorcerers, either.

“I’ll remain here,” Vision said to Khaldun. “Please let Salerna know that the conjurnors are safe.”

Khaldun nodded, hurrying out of the room. He ran all the way to the roof, and updated the princess. Several minutes later, Azure returned with the commander, and also reported no sign of the sorcerers inside the castle. But moments later, Allure and Semblant landed on the roof, getting up from their carpet. Khaldun prepared a spell, and Syllith and Raphael grasped their staffs.

“Where have you been?” Salerna demanded, her eyes narrowing.

“We flew off to rescue Khaldun and Battleaxe when their carpet went down,” Allure told her with a look of confusion. “Azure got to them first, so we tried to find Allison. We thought we might still be able to grab her, but we haven’t been able to locate her.”

“Liar,” said Syllith. “We know what you did.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” Allure asked, her fists clenched.

“The Foslanders didn’t ignite my carpet,” Khaldun told her. “The spell came from above. It had to be someone airborne, or here on the roof.”

“And you think it was one of us?” Allure said, her voice full of disbelief. “We tried to save you!”

Just then, the sound of horns drifted up from the plain. Staring out at the battlefield, Khaldun spotted a rider in red speeding back and forth in front of the Foslander lines, rallying their troops. The battle was about to be joined.

“We don’t have time for this right now,” said Salerna. “Where are Vision and Battleaxe?”

“With the conjurnors,” Khaldun told her.

“We need them here. Quickly.”

Khaldun felt apprehensive about letting Allure and Semblant out of his sight, but he locked eyes with Syllith for a moment, and she nodded, still gripping her staff. Azure and Raphael remained alert, too. The horns sounded again, and Khaldun hurried off to fetch the sorcerers.


Chapter 28
The Battle of Highgate


Khaldun went to get Battleaxe first. He told her about Allure and Semblant’s return and the explanation for their absence on their way up to Madeline’s room.

“Do you believe them?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” said Khaldun. “But we have more urgent concerns now.”

They reached Madeline’s room and told Vision the news, then the three of them ran up to the roof. Khaldun heard drumbeats coming from the enemy army. Azure had assembled the mages; Khaldun, Vision, and Battleaxe joined them.

“Semblant and I will bombard the enemy mages and wraiths from the air,” he told them. “Syllith, you’ll remain airborne but stay out of the fight unless we need you for a rescue mission. I’ll link all three carpets to each of us here so everyone can see what we’re doing and assist as necessary.

“Those of us in the air need to stay away from Mira’s null. They’ll most likely position her to protect as many of their troops as possible.

“We’ve seen what Allison can do, and Dredmort will surely use her to bombard the city with necromantic attacks while the battle rages. Allure’s sole responsibility will be counteracting anything she throws at us.”

“Couldn’t she unleash some ghouls and demons of her own against the Foslanders?” Battleaxe asked. “A ghoul would be able to get through Mira’s null and inflict significant damage.”

“I can try,” said Allure. “But wraiths are creatures of necromancy. I suspect every one of them can banish such beings.”

“It’s worth a shot,” Azure agreed. “Khaldun and Vision will do everything they can to protect our troops from thaumaturgic assaults. We don’t have a null to protect them, so we can expect the enemy mages to hit them hard.

“Battleaxe and Raphael will maintain shield spells to protect our people here on the roof. We haven’t seen their dragons yet, but be on the lookout for them. Canceling the air beneath them has proven effective in robbing them of their flight.

“Syllith, should we expect Enigma and Sage to make an appearance today?”

“I don’t think so,” she replied. “I did speak to Enigma briefly this morning—he reports that they should have the critical repairs finished by nightfall. So, he hopes to fly here tomorrow at first light.”

“Understood,” Azure replied. “We must also do our best to keep an eye on Allison; I will find her and cancel her invisibility spell. At some point, we continue to believe they will remove her from the battlefield and set out for Shifar. We must do everything in our power to stop them.”

He linked each of them to the three carpets, then the three fliers launched into the sky. They went invisible, but Khaldun could make out a red glow emanating from each carpet, even though he couldn’t see the carpets themselves.

Horns sounded from the plain, and the Foslander ranks began their march toward the city. Their mages and wraiths were positioned at their flanks, undoubtedly keeping them outside of Mira’s null to ensure they could use magic. Khaldun spotted Mira right in the center, astride her white horse. He wished he could have found a way to rescue her and could only imagine the hell she had to be enduring under constant threat from Dredmort and his accomplices. At least he felt confident that she would survive. No magic could touch her, and it was unlikely Highgate’s troops could reach her with so many thousands of men protecting her position.

The Highgate archers fired several volleys into the oncoming formations, but one of the enemy mages incinerated them before they hit Mira’s null. They fired the trebuchets, launching incendiary missiles into the sea of bodies, but someone canceled their flames long before they reached their targets.

Khaldun searched the area beyond the advancing troops for siege engines, but couldn’t see any. He wondered if they were keeping them invisible. But on the other hand, if this battle was merely a distraction, it was possible they had no intention of laying siege to the city.

The Foslanders reached Highgate’s army like a wave crashing upon the shore. Men’s cries floated up to the keep roof as the fighters engaged, cutting each other down.

The earth began to shake, and Khaldun spotted three pillars of shadow blossoming out of the plain to the north of the battle. Within seconds, each of them took human shape, and the three enormous ghouls charged toward the city.

Allure held out her arms, both hands glowing red, and one of the monsters turned to smoke and blew away on the wind. The other two reached the city wall, disappearing from view for several seconds, but then climbing onto the battlements. Allure tried banishing them, but nothing happened. Khaldun spotted four wraiths on the plain in that area, and suspected they must have canceled Allure’s banishing spell.

The ghouls moved along the wall in opposite directions, swinging their fists and sweeping soldiers off the battlements. The nearest archers hit them with flaming arrows, but these did nothing but enrage them.

“I’ll neutralize those wraiths,” Vision said to Allure. “Be ready to try your spell against the ghouls again.”

Allure nodded. Vision closed his eyes, holding out both hands, and a patch of inky blackness surrounded the wraiths. Allure banished one of the ghouls, and then the second, moments before the wraiths emerged from Vision’s spell.

“Could you teach me how to do that?” Khaldun asked him with a grin.

“Certainly, assuming we make it out of this alive,” he replied.

Allure raised her arms to her sides, her palms glowing red. Khaldun spotted a shadow rising from the plain below. It turned into a ghoul and charged toward the Foslander lines, but moments later turned to smoke and blew away.

“I was right,” Allure told them. “One of the wraiths banished my ghoul.”

“Try it again and I’ll cancel their spell,” Khaldun suggested.

Allure raised another ghoul. Sure enough, Khaldun sensed one of the wraiths trying to banish it. Khaldun nullified his spell, but another one did the job in his stead. The ghoul faded away.

“Dammit,” Allure muttered. She tried summoning a demon, too, but the wraiths banished it within moments.

Khaldun spotted one of the carpets circling high above the battle and figured it had to be Syllith. Another dove just then, flying low just to the south of the clashing armies. It sped toward the city for a few hundred yards, then circled around, flying another pass farther away from the battle. On its third pass, the rider must have sensed an invisibility spell, because suddenly Allison and Lane appeared, sitting on their mounts with four wraiths and a dozen soldiers surrounding them.

The carpet became visible, too, as it shot away from them—the enemy must have removed its invisibility spell. Khaldun spotted a mound of black sitting in its center, and knew that must be Azure. The wraiths hurled jets of fire at him but they hit his shield spell, causing the sorcerer no harm.

Just then, a massive tornado formed and moved toward Allison. Someone canceled it, but storm clouds appeared out of nowhere, gathering above her group. A deluge of hail began falling, bouncing off the shield spell they were maintaining around them. Then the lightning started, one bolt after another bombarding the magical barrier. The shield held, but glowing cracks appeared on its surface.

Khaldun figured Cyclone had to be responsible for this onslaught. But moments later, someone canceled her spells, and the storm clouds dissipated. There was a crack of thunder and a huge shadow sprang out of the ground only yards from Allison and streaked toward the city. Allure held out both arms, her hands glowing red as she tried to banish the demon, but she couldn’t stop it.

The shadow surrounded one of the towers on the castle’s outer wall, and Khaldun heard someone scream. The demon moved away from the tower and dropped a human figure from its grasp. Khaldun realized from the long, black hair that this had to be Cyclone. He called air, trying to break the sorcerer’s fall. She hit the ground, but only softly—someone else must have helped slow her down. Glancing over his shoulder, he spotted Battleaxe grinning at him, and knew it had to be her.

Cyclone got to her feet, but she wasn’t out of trouble yet. Three wraiths and a dozen soldiers were charging toward her on horseback. At the same time, Allison’s demon moved into the city, carving a path of destruction as it demolished buildings with earth spells and ignited rooftops.

Khaldun canceled the flames as quickly as he could, and Allure tried again to banish the monster, but it continued on its course toward the castle. One of Fosland’s mages or wraiths had to be canceling Allure’s spells. Gazing out at Allison’s group, Khaldun spotted two of the wraiths standing in their stirrups, each holding out one arm, and realized they had to be responsible.

Cyclone hurled twisters and lightning at her pursuers, but the wraiths canceled her spells. The group surrounded her and the wraiths threw fire spells at her, but she’d formed a shield around herself, and the flames didn’t reach her.

Khaldun spotted another figure jumping off the next tower and disappearing from view as it dropped below the castle wall. That had to be Spring—nobody else could have survived a drop like that without assistance. Moments later, he spotted the figure dashing across the plain toward Cyclone. A massive crater formed in the ground in front of him, and two of the wraiths fell into it. Spring leaped over it, landing right next to Cyclone.

The two of them hurled one spell after another at the Foslanders, but the wraiths canceled them all. The two that had fallen into the crater emerged, throwing more fire spells at the pair of sorcerers.

Allison’s demon reached the castle wall, blasting a hole through it, and moving into the courtyard. Soldiers screamed as they fell from the battlements. Allure tried to banish it yet again, but the wraiths canceled her spell. The demon rose to a height of more than forty feet, its form wreathed in flame as it hurled fireballs at the keep.

Khaldun canceled the spells, and Vision surrounded Allison and her entourage with a patch of darkness. The demon spat fire at the keep roof, but their shield spell protected them. Allure held out her arms, staring intensely at the demon, and finally, it turned to smoke, blowing away in tatters.

Out on the plain, the wraiths continued their assault on Cyclone and Spring. Their shield spell was cracking, and Khaldun didn’t think it would hold much longer. He was about to try adding power to it when he spotted one of the carpets dropping out of the sky nearby. It landed, and Semblant became visible, getting to his feet and rolling up his carpet. He transformed it into a club and grew to several times his normal size. Charging toward the imperiled sorcerers, he swung his weapon, batting one of the wraiths across the plain. As Semblant chased down the other three, Khaldun went to work on the soldiers, incinerating them from within one at a time.

Finally, Semblant returned to his normal size and dropped his club, which returned to its original form by the time it had hit the ground. Cyclone and Spring sat at the front and rear of the carpet; Semblant took the middle, and launched them into the sky. He brought them to the keep roof, dropped them off, and then took off again.

“Are you two all right?” Khaldun asked the newcomers.

“Yes, by some miracle,” said Cyclone. “I thought for sure I was dead when that demon dropped me, but someone broke my fall.”

“That was us,” said Battleaxe, grasping Khaldun’s shoulder.

“I owe you,” she said with a grin.

“You’re the greatest weather mage who’s ever lived,” said Spring. “Couldn’t you have saved yourself?”

“Normally, sure. But that demon hit me with a knockout spell when it dropped me and it was everything I could do to stay conscious.”

Just then, someone screamed, “NO!” Turning, Khaldun saw that it was Allure; she was staring out across the battlefield. Following her gaze, he spotted the problem. Semblant had landed near Allison and grown into a giant again. He was swinging his club against the shield protecting the sorcerer and her group. The sheer force of the blows was creating cracks along its surface.

But suddenly, there was a clap of thunder, and an enormous shadow grew out of the ground behind him. The demon engulfed Semblant and the sorcerer screamed at the top of his lungs as barbs of lightning crawled along his skin. It lifted him off the ground and threw him across the plain.

“NO!” Allure screamed again.

Semblant seemed to slow down before hitting the ground. He rolled for several yards before regaining his feet, but seemed unharmed; he must have called air to soften his landing. The sorcerer had returned to his normal size, and his carpet had landed nearby. He moved toward it, but the demon flew into his chest, disappearing inside his body.

Semblant grew into a giant again, bellowing his rage to the sky—his voice sounded like a wild animal, audible all the way to Khaldun’s position. He picked up the carpet and incinerated it before charging toward the city. As he approached, Khaldun could see his eyes glowing red: the demon had possessed him.

“Shit!” Allure shouted. “Vision—blind those wraiths again!”

Vision closed his eyes, and a cloud of darkness engulfed Allison and her group. Allure raised her arms to her sides, and there was an ear-piercing thunderclap. Semblant stumbled and fell, returning to his normal size and lying flat on his back. But then, the sorcerer didn’t move. Khaldun spotted four wraiths charging toward him from across the battlefield.

“What’s wrong with him?” said Khaldun.

But Semblant rose to his feet then and shook his head. He looked disoriented but otherwise, uninjured. The sorcerer spotted the wraiths, and started running toward the city. Khaldun didn’t think he was going to make it. But just then, he spotted a carpet diving toward Semblant’s position. As it landed, Syllith became visible, motioning Semblant toward her.

The wraiths were closing fast. Khaldun called earth, blasting a crater directly in their path as Vision engulfed them in darkness. They emerged quickly, but it had given Syllith the time she needed to get Semblant off the ground. The wraiths cried in fury and the witch returned him to the keep roof.

Allure grabbed Semblant in a hug, crying tears of joy. The sorcerer patted her on the head. Khaldun couldn’t help but chuckle—she looked like a child next to him.

“Nice save,” Khaldun told Syllith with a grin.

“Glad I could finally be useful,” she replied with a nervous chuckle. “But that was close.”

Allure caught Syllith’s gaze. She didn’t say anything, but nodded appreciatively. Syllith returned the gesture.

“I guess that’s the only ‘thank-you’ you’re going to get,” Khaldun muttered.

“It’ll do,” Syllith replied with a shrug. “I’d better get back in the air. You doing all right down here?”

“So far.”

The witch nodded, then sat on her carpet and took off again, going invisible as she passed over the city. Khaldun tried to locate Allison, but couldn’t find her. They must have renewed her invisibility spell.

The clash of arms raged on below, the sea of bodies ebbing and flowing as first Fosland and then Highgate gained the upper hand. Khaldun had never seen a battle so large; the armies stretched across a vast tract of land beyond the city walls. Each side used its cavalry to lead periodic charges deep into the enemy lines. Khaldun worried one such charge would reach Mira, but the Foslanders drove them back.

Azure landed on the keep to report that he’d lost track of Allison. Khaldun wondered if they’d finally set out on their journey to Shifar. Vision used his inner eye to search the area south of the city, but found no sign of Allison or her party. Khaldun also spotted Dredmort down on the plain, visible in his red robes; he figured the wizard would want to accompany Allison to Nyro’s temple himself. He pointed this out to Azure, and the sorcerer took off to search the plain again.

Only minutes later, he returned and told them that they’d brought Allison back to the camp. He hadn’t seen her, but found and removed an invisibility spell hiding a large tent surrounded by four wraiths. Someone had replaced the invisibility spell almost immediately after he left.

“That must be her,” said Khaldun. “Mira’s still in the middle of their army, and I can’t think of anyone else who would warrant the protection of four wraiths. But I wonder why they took her off the battlefield.”

“She probably needs rest,” said Allure. “Calling three ghouls and two demons in quick succession is a lot of work for a young sorcerer. I don’t know if I could pull it off.”

Fosland’s mages and wraiths renewed their focus on the castle, keeping up a steady barrage of spells targeting the group on the roof. But their shield spell held. And with Semblant’s carpet destroyed, and Allison’s necromantic assault eliminated for the time being, Allure and Semblant were free to join Khaldun, Vision, and Battleaxe in pressing their counterattack. Nothing they did seemed to have any effect on the wraiths, but they managed to pick off two wizards and one witch. But the day wore on without another appearance from Allison.

Finally, as the sun set, the Foslanders sounded their horns and recalled their forces. The armies disengaged other than a few skirmishes that flared up as the soldiers returned to their respective camps. Corpses littered the battlefield and Khaldun guessed that each side had lost as much as a third of its manpower.

Salerna’s commander assigned a dozen soldiers to keep the watch, then the rest of the roof’s occupants retreated inside. Khaldun was heading into the great hall with Battleaxe and Syllith when Vision grasped his shoulder.

“Ready to learn how to cast darkness?” he asked with a grin.

Khaldun was starving, and thought about asking if it could wait, but didn’t want to lose this opportunity, either. Vision’s spell was the one thing that seemed to impede the wraiths. “Yes, definitely.”

Vision led him out to the courtyard. “I understand you’re a natural with illusions?”

“Yes, you could say that.”

“The darkness spell is real; it’s no illusion. But it works in a similar manner. Instead of causing people to see something that isn’t there, you’re eliminating all light, making it impossible to see anything. But the spell uses the magical force, like illusions. Observe.”

Vision closed his eyes, and Khaldun found himself plunged into darkness.

“Did you sense what I did there?” the sorcerer asked.

It was a strange sensation, hearing his seemingly disembodied voice. “Yes.”

“Good. Now, see if you can cancel it.”

Khaldun focused for several moments, concentrating on the magic. Then reaching out with one hand, he tried to remove it. He succeeded in creating a tunnel of light, through which he could see the top of one of the towers and the sky beyond, but otherwise remained in darkness. And a moment later, the shaft of light disappeared.

“That was it,” said Vision. “But you must broaden your focus. Try again.”

It took a few more attempts, but Khaldun finally managed to eliminate the darkness. Vision had him try the spell himself. Khaldun thought of it as canceling illusion, but instead of canceling a spell, he was eliminating light. He took a deep breath, then closed his eyes and imagined plunging the world into darkness.

Opening his eyes, Khaldun realized that he hadn’t done a thing. Vision had him try it several more times. Finally, on his last attempt, he managed to blot out the sky above them, making it appear there was only a black void up there.

“I’m sorry,” he said, canceling the spell. “That’s the best I can do.”

“That’s more than I’ve seen anyone else accomplish trying this spell for the first time,” said Vision, patting him on the back. “Syllith was right—you are a quick study!”

Khaldun thanked him for his help and the two returned to the keep, heading into the great hall. The room was packed but remarkably quiet for such a large crowd. Khaldun suspected everyone felt as exhausted as he did. He sat down with Battleaxe to eat.

“Where did Syllith go?” he asked.

“She was wiped out from flying all day,” she replied. “Grabbed some food and retired to her room.”

“I can’t blame her,” he said with a sigh. “My bed is calling to me.”

“So, what did you think about Semblant going after Allison?”

“You could say I have mixed emotions. She was doing significant damage with that demon, so, I can understand his motive.”

“Especially after that first one went for the keep. Allure was up there, after all.”

“Yes, good point. And of course, I’m relieved he didn’t harm Allison. But his going after her would suggest that he’s not the one working to liberate Nyro.”

“My thought exactly,” said Battleaxe. “But Allure’s reaction was interesting. She did not want him attacking Allison.”

Khaldun shrugged. “I’m not sure I would read too much into that. She could simply have feared that Allison would send a demon after him, which she did. But Allure did work closely with Allison, too. It’s possible she didn’t want her to get hurt.”

“Sounds like you’ve changed your mind about Allure?”

“I don’t know anymore. When she turned up missing after the attack on my carpet, I thought for sure she was the traitor. But she fought hard for our side today. Maybe I was wrong.”

Battleaxe nodded. “I don’t know either. It’s unnerving. Allison was pretty ruthless with those demons, though. I know they’re forcing her, but still. It didn’t seem like she was holding back.”

“Dredmort must have been using that spell that makes her susceptible to suggestion,” said Khaldun. “Otherwise, even under duress, I can’t imagine her trying to kill Cyclone or Semblant that way.”

They finished their meal in silence. But as they got up to head to their chambers, a messenger came over to them. “Princess Salerna wishes to speak to you,” he said to Khaldun.

Khaldun said goodnight to Battleaxe and followed the messenger to the conference room. He found Salerna sitting at the head of the table, Azure to her right. The messenger left, closing the door behind him. Salerna asked Khaldun to sit down, and Azure cast protective spells around the chamber.

“I am worried,” Salerna told them. “I was convinced Dredmort would slip away with Allison in the heat of today’s battle. Yet that did not transpire. What are they waiting for?”

Neither of them could provide an answer.

“This battle is nothing but a diversion,” the princess said with a sigh. “They didn’t even bother bringing siege equipment. I feel blind without the looking glass, but I remain certain that they will take Allison to Shifar eventually. I would like the two of you to keep watch tonight to make sure she remains in their camp.”

“But, Your Highness, they’re sure to leave under the cover of an invisibility spell,” Azure pointed out. “And it will take them weeks to get to Shifar—if Allison and Dredmort are absent from the battle tomorrow, we’ll have plenty of time to find them.”

“I know, I know,” Salerna said, waving one hand dismissively. “But I can’t help feeling that we’re missing something critical. Humor your princess and keep an eye out. Perhaps we’ll get lucky and catch them as they depart.”

“Yes, Your Highness,” Azure replied with a nod. “But Khaldun hasn’t slept in a couple of days. We’re going to need him rested for the battle tomorrow.”

“You can take the first watch and let him get some sleep,” Salerna replied. “But take a bedroll up to the roof. I want you both available at a moment’s notice in case of trouble.” The two sorcerers stood up as Salerna rose from her chair. “And good work out there, today. Both of you.”


Chapter 29
Loss


Khaldun left the conference room with Salerna and Azure, and Salerna asked an attendant to fetch a bedroll for him. Once the woman had returned, Khaldun followed Azure up to the roof. It was dark now, but hundreds of fires lit up the two encampments.

“Get some sleep,” Azure told him. “I’m going to fly a quick pass over their camp, but I’ll be back soon.” He got on his carpet and took off into the night sky.

Khaldun laid out his bedroll. Salerna’s soldiers had taken positions around the roof’s perimeter, and one of her wizards stood guard as well. Khaldun lay down, pulling out his mirror to contact Jezebel. He gave her a quick update, then put the mirror away and went to sleep. It felt like only minutes had gone by when Azure awakened him.

“It’s been quiet. That large invisibility spell inside their camp is still there. I didn’t remove it this time, but I could sense the wraiths within.” Khaldun nodded and yawned. “Wake me if there’s any trouble.”

The sorcerer lay down in the bedroll. Khaldun moved to the edge of the roof, staring out across the city and the enemy encampment beyond, when a troubling thought occurred to him. Nobody had actually seen Allison since her departure from the battlefield. He started to wonder if the invisibility spell with the four wraiths was only a ruse. Could Allison already be on her way to Shifar?

Khaldun took Azure’s carpet and set out across the city, flying in low over the Foslander camp. There was an open space near the rear with a dozen guards around its perimeter. Flying over it, he had no trouble sensing the wraiths and their spell. Hovering as low as he dared, he focused, trying to sense any other magic. He’d always felt the same strange magnetism in Allison’s presence that he did around Allure, only weaker. And sure enough, now that he was looking for it, he found it here, too. It had to be Allison inside that tent.

Breathing a quiet sigh of relief, he rose high above the camp and returned to the keep roof. What could Dredmort possibly be waiting for? There had to be something they stood to gain by delaying their departure to Shifar with Allison. But Khaldun didn’t understand what it could be. It had to be crucial to their plans to warrant sacrificing so many of their soldiers in this pointless battle.

Khaldun spent his entire watch trying to puzzle it out, but had come no closer to an answer by the time dawn arrived. He went to awaken Azure, but found the sorcerer approaching him.

“Didn’t you sleep?” Khaldun asked him.

“Oh, I did. I woke only a moment ago. Did I miss anything?”

Khaldun told him that he’d flown in close to the hidden tent and sensed Allison inside.

“Good thinking,” said Azure. “I was beginning to wonder about that myself.”

The two of them went inside and ate breakfast together in the great hall. Many of the others trickled in, and before long, the room grew crowded and noisy. Battleaxe and Syllith joined them.

“Will we see Enigma today?” Azure asked the witch.

“I just spoke to him, and he assures me they’re leaving soon,” she told him. “And I could hear Sage in the background berating him for waiting so long.”

Azure chuckled. “I can imagine that. Sage isn’t exactly known for her patience.”

“Hardly,” Syllith agreed.

They headed up to the rooftop after that. Looking out across the plain, Khaldun could see that the Foslanders were already starting to organize. “No sign of indecision today,” he observed.

The rest of the sorcerers from the previous day arrived, along with Raphael. Semblant had what appeared to be a real club hoisted over one shoulder.

Azure huddled briefly with the mages. “We’ll keep the same assignments today, for the most part. We’re down to just the two carpets, though, so Semblant will fly with me. Other than Vision, he’s the only one who’s had any luck against the wraiths, so I’ll be depositing him as needed to take them out. Syllith, we’ll need you to stay close when that happens in case we get in trouble.”

The group broke up, and the carpet riders were about to take off when an ear-splitting roar shook the keep. A dragon soared up from behind the castle, rounding on them and belching fire at the rooftop. Azure put a shield spell in place, and Khaldun added his own power to it. He could feel the flames blasting their magic, but together, they managed to keep it in place for the duration of the onslaught.

Finally, the dragon flew off, soaring over the city. Khaldun spotted its three comrades moving in from the north.

“Take it,” Syllith said, handing Khaldun her carpet. “I’m no use against those things!”

“Yes, this calls for a change of plans,” Azure told them. “For now, Khaldun and I will fly against the dragons. Semblant, you remain here and help minimize the damage. Syllith, please contact Enigma again. Tell him we need him and Sage here right away.” Syllith nodded, and Azure said, “Let’s move!”

As Khaldun took off, he spotted the lead dragon circling back for another pass. The beast breathed fire on the city’s lower levels as it flew. Khaldun canceled its flames and the beast bellowed its rage as it accelerated toward him. Canceling the air beneath it here would cause massive damage to the city below, so he banked hard to the north, flying toward the plain at breakneck pace. The dragon gave chase.

Khaldun formed a shield spell around himself as he flew. The beast spat a jet of flames at him, but Khaldun’s lead was too great. Once they’d reached the plain, Khaldun climbed in a spiral, looking back and canceling the air beneath the dragon. The monster tumbled out of the sky, screaming in fury as it hit the ground.

As Khaldun turned back toward the city, he spotted two more dragons. One was chasing Azure on his carpet, driving him toward the second. The approaching dragon spat fire at him, but the sorcerer dove; the two beasts nearly collided before adjusting course to chase him.

Azure flew hard toward the plain, but the two dragons were gaining on him. Khaldun circled around, and once the beasts had cleared the city wall, he canceled the air beneath one of them.

Azure banked, holding out both arms and eliminating the second dragon’s lift. But as the beast fell, it belched a giant plume of fire at the sorcerer, igniting his carpet. Azure managed to put out the flames, but the damage was done. The spells that enabled the carpet to fly were coming undone. Azure tried to keep it going, but he was losing altitude fast. Finally, the magic failed and the sorcerer dropped like a stone.

Khaldun sped toward him as fast as he could, but he wouldn’t get there in time to catch him. As Azure neared the ground, Khaldun called air to help soften his landing. He knew Azure was quite adept at such spells himself, but didn’t want to risk doing nothing. The sorcerer hit the ground and tumbled several yards before regaining his feet. Khaldun flew in next to him, but as Azure climbed onto the carpet, he spotted the fourth dragon diving toward them.

The beast belched flames at them, but they took off in the nick of time. Khaldun circled the dragon and Azure canceled the air beneath it, sending it plummeting to the earth. Khaldun flew them back to the keep roof. The other mages joined them as they landed.

“This is our last carpet,” said Azure. “So, we’d better keep you grounded and use it only in emergencies.”

“This one is Syllith’s,” Khaldun reminded him.

“Hold onto it,” she said. “You’re more effective with it than I could ever be.”

Khaldun stared out across the city and the battlefield beyond. Fosland had formed its lines and looked ready to engage. “I’d like to move closer to the battle. I’d have a better view from one of the towers and I could get to a trouble spot faster from there.”

“Good thinking,” Azure agreed. “Take the carpet and fly over to the northwest tower. Mist and Intuit are there. Syllith will contact you by mirror if we need you back here.”

Khaldun nodded. Taking off again, he flew over to the tower. Mist and Intuit greeted him as he landed on the roof.

“That was some impressive flying out there,” Intuit told him with a grin. “I thought that dragon had you a few times.”

“Do you fly?” Khaldun asked him.

“I’ve been on a carpet once, and it made me violently ill. Never again.”

The three of them watched as the Foslanders finished forming their lines. Khaldun gazed down at the Highgate forces and felt a sense of dread knowing how many of them would meet their deaths today. He searched for any sign of Allison, but couldn’t find her anywhere. But Dredmort was out in front of the enemy army, rallying the troops. And Mira sat astride her horse in the midst of their men. Khaldun didn’t see the dragons anywhere, but had no doubt they were close by.

Finally, the Foslander horns sounded, and their army marched, joining battle with the Highgate forces. But no sooner had the fighting begun than the dragons swooped in, raining fire down on the Highgate army.

“Cancel the flames!” Khaldun told the other two. “I’ll knock them out of the sky!”

Intuit and Mist took care of the dragon fire, and Khaldun canceled the air beneath the first beast. It roared in anger as it toppled toward the plain. Khaldun robbed the next one of its lift, but the last two sped toward their tower. Unwilling to cancel their air for fear of them crashing into the city, he cast a shield spell around their position. The dragons spat fire as they passed over them, but the shield protected them. Khaldun tracked their progress toward the keep for a moment, but then heard a roaring noise behind him.

Turning, he spotted a demon rising out of the ground by the north end of the battlefield. Allison must have entered the fray, although he still couldn’t see her out there. The monster flew into the Highgate army, igniting men from within as it passed. Khaldun tried canceling its magic, but it moved erratically, making it impossible to predict where it would go next. But it was moving generally southward.

Holding out both arms, Khaldun cast a shield spell in the demon’s path. He was only able to make it large enough to protect a hundred troops or so, but it seemed to do the job. The demon hit his spell and rebounded, unable to penetrate it.

But then the monster disappeared. Khaldun looked around frantically trying to locate it. Finally, he spotted fires springing up inside the city along a path toward the keep and was pretty sure it had to be the demon. He canceled the flames, wondering why Allure wasn’t banishing the specter.

But the two dragons were circling the keep, raining fire down on the roof. The mages had put a shield spell in place to protect everyone, but that was showing cracks along its surface. Allure must have been busy helping defend against the dragons.

Khaldun boarded his carpet and launched into the air. Speeding toward the keep, he shot lightning bolts at one of the dragons. This had no effect on the beast, other than enraging it, but it did distract it from the assault on the keep. The dragon hurtled toward Khaldun, leaving the other one behind and belching fire at him. Khaldun canceled the flames and banked hard to the north. Once he was sure the beast was following him, he sped off toward the plain. The dragon pursued him, but once they’d cleared the city wall, Khaldun canceled the air beneath the beast, and it fell to the ground.

Circling back toward the city, Khaldun spotted the first two dragons speeding toward the keep to join the attack. The demon was continuing its course toward the castle, flames springing to life along its path before being extinguished by one of their mages. But then a heavy fog poured out of the northwest tower, rolling across the city and engulfing the demon. Khaldun saw flashes of lightning inside the cloud, and heard the demon roar. Mist was doing her best to combat the monster, but Khaldun didn’t know if it would be enough.

Khaldun reached the keep at the same time as the two dragons. Together with the one that was already there, they spat fire down on the roof as they circled. The shield spell weakened further, glowing cracks expanding across its surface. Khaldun hit one of the dragons with lightning, trying to draw it away from the attack, but it wouldn’t take the bait.

Finally, the shield spell collapsed. Khaldun gasped as the dragons continued breathing fire down on the keep, but canceled the closest beast’s flames. The other mages put out the other fires, but the dragons renewed their blasts. Many of those on the roof cast individual shield spells, but Vision was too slow—flames engulfed him, and Khaldun heard him scream.

Khaldun canceled the flames. Landing on the roof right next to the sorcerer, Khaldun cast a shield spell around them as the closest dragon spat fire at them again. Vision’s clothes were singed, and his face and hands were badly burned; he was unconscious but breathing. Khaldun called air, lifting the sorcerer onto his carpet, then flew away with him, taking him to the northwest tower.

Moving Vision onto the roof, he asked Intuit to see what he could do for him. Then he took off again, hurtling back toward the keep. All four dragons were bombarding the roof now. But as Khaldun approached, the fog rolled up the castle walls, climbed the keep, and engulfed the four beasts. Dozens of lightning bolts hit them from within and the dragons roared in pain, breaking off their attack and circling higher into the sky. But Mist stayed with them, keeping up her barrage of lightning.

Khaldun landed on the roof and checked in with Azure and Syllith. It seemed that the rest of the mages had escaped injury. “Are Enigma and Sage on their way?” he asked Syllith.

“Yes, finally,” she replied. “I told him to take one carpet and carry the other—with both of them calling air, they’ll make it here faster than if they’d flown separately.”

“Good idea,” Khaldun said, nodding appreciatively.

The dragons escaped the fog, flying hard into the hills. The mist settled on the keep roof again, contracting and becoming denser. Finally, it took human shape, and Mist returned to her normal form.

“How’s Vision?” Allure asked, hurrying over to him.

“Not good,” said Khaldun. “I left him with Intuit. Hopefully he⁠—”

“Intuit’s no healer,” said Allure. “Take me to him.”

Khaldun didn’t think Allure was a healer, either, but wasn’t about to argue. They got onto his carpet, and he flew her over to the tower. Intuit greeted them, tears streaming down his cheeks. Vision was lying still by his feet.

“He’s gone,” Intuit told them. “I’m sorry. There was nothing I could do.”

Allure dropped to her knees, grasping the sorcerer’s face in her hands. She closed her eyes, and Khaldun noticed a faint glow coming from her fingers. But after a moment, she stood up, wiping away tears. “Damn,” she muttered.

“I saw Mist drive the dragons away,” said Intuit. “But what about the demon?”

“What demon?” Allure asked, her brow furrowed.

“It attacked our army and then moved into the city,” Khaldun told her, gazing toward the keep, “but you were a little busy with the dragons.”

“I don’t see it,” Allure said, scanning their surroundings.

Khaldun turned, feeling a hand on his shoulder. He found himself face-to-face with Intuit, but the sorcerer growled and his eyes were glowing red: the demon had possessed him. Khaldun backed away, but Intuit grabbed him and tossed him over the crenellations and into the city.

Khaldun couldn’t help screaming as he fell. But he called air before hitting the ground and felt someone else using their magic to help soften his impact. He still hit the street hard, but rolled away and sprang to his feet.

Staring up at the tower, he spotted Allure floating several feet in the air, shooting barbs of lightning at an unseen target. Khaldun ran to the steps and hurried back up to the battlements. He ran into the tower and dashed up to the roof. But as he emerged from the stairway, he saw Allure on her knees, Intuit standing over her and hitting her with lightning. Allure screamed as a gash opened on one cheek.

Khaldun formed a sheet of energy directly above Intuit’s head, draping it over the sorcerer like a blanket. Intuit bellowed in anger, his voice feral.

“Go get Semblant and take him down to the plain!” Allure told him. “I’ve been trying to banish the demon but the wraiths keep canceling my spell!” Khaldun looked from her to Intuit and back to Allure, reluctant to leave her alone. But she yelled, “Hurry!”

Khaldun got onto his carpet and flew to the keep as fast as he could. Landing, he found Semblant and apprised him of the situation. The sorcerer nodded, holding his club tight.

“Can you turn that into a sword?” Khaldun asked him.

“Yes, why?”

“If you can behead a couple of wraiths, we can get rid of them permanently.”

Semblant nodded again. They boarded his carpet, and Khaldun shot into the sky, making them invisible. They flew across the city, circling the tower once to check on Allure. She had Intuit suspended in midair, still encased in a glowing sheet of energy. Khaldun wondered why the demon didn’t leave the sorcerer’s body, but it seemed hellbent on eliminating Allure.

They flew out over the plain, and Khaldun spotted four wraiths huddled out behind the Foslander army. He landed nearby. Semblant got to his feet, growing to several times his normal size, and transforming his club into an enormous two-handed sword. He charged toward the wraiths, Khaldun doing his best to keep up. The wraiths saw him and hit him with a barrage of spells, but it was too late—Semblant was almost on top of them, his sword raised. He swung it with both hands, decapitating the first two wraiths in one shot. The other two turned to flee, but he managed to cut off another head with his back stroke.

“We need to burn the bodies to ash or else Dredmort could still bring them back,” said Khaldun as Semblant returned to his normal size.

“No time,” he replied, pointing toward the battle.

Turning, Khaldun spotted an entire cavalry regiment charging toward them with three more wraiths in the lead. “Let’s get the bodies loaded onto the carpet,” he suggested.

“What about Allure?”

Khaldun gazed up to the tower, but couldn’t see either sorcerer. “She’ll have no trouble banishing the demon now.”

Semblant nodded. The two of them called air, moving the wraiths’ remains onto the carpet. Then they took their seats to the front and rear of their grisly cargo and shot into the sky. Khaldun flew them to a spot far to the north of the battlefield. Once they’d landed, they moved the wraiths off the carpet, and the two of them called fire. They raised an almighty conflagration, turning the bodies to ash in a matter of minutes.

Khaldun flew them back to the tower. Disembarking, they found Allure on her knees, sobbing, but alone on the tower roof.

“What happened?” asked Khaldun. “Where’s Intuit?”

“The d-demon… it incinerated him b-before I could banish it.”

Khaldun felt his heart drop to his stomach. They’d lost two sorcerers in a matter of only minutes. Semblant offered his hand to help Allure to her feet, then hugged her tight. She cried into his chest.

The battle raged on below. Khaldun thought about taking Semblant back out to eliminate more wraiths, but could no longer find the remaining ones. Then he spotted Mira in the midst of the enemy army and had an idea. Allure wanted to stay on the tower with Semblant to defend against any more necromantic assaults, so Khaldun flew over to the keep alone. Landing on the roof, he found Mist standing apart from the others, gazing across the battlefield.

“What happened on the tower?” she asked him as he approached. Khaldun told her about the demon and the wraiths. “Is Intuit all right?” Khaldun held her gaze for a moment, then shook his head. Mist closed her eyes and a tear slipped down her cheek.

“I’m sorry for your loss,” he told her. “But I have to ask… can you move through Mira’s null in mist form?”

“I don’t know,” she said with a shrug. “It’s possible. Vision thought that my transformation was physical, like Semblant’s. And nobody’s able to cancel me out of that form, so I don’t think a null would affect me, either. Why?”

“I want to rescue Mira but there’s no way to get close to her. I was thinking that in your alternate form…”

“If I could get to her, what then?” she asked. “I don’t think her null would stop me from functioning, but it would almost certainly prevent me from transforming.”

“She can close her channels of power to shut down her null,” Khaldun told her.

“But how would she know it’s me? I wouldn’t have any way to communicate with her in that form. And even if she did drop her null long enough for me to transform, then what? How would I get her out? Working alone, how would I get through that many soldiers without being overwhelmed?”

“You can’t transport people with you in mist form?”

“I wish.”

Khaldun sighed. The most they could do would be to deliver Mira a message. But how would that help? Day or night, Mist was the only one who could reach her, and they’d need more than a lone sorcerer to rescue Mira.

“I’m sorry,” said Mist. “I wish I could be more help.”

“There’s no need to apologize,” he replied with a grim smile.

The wraiths made no more appearances after that. Khaldun started to worry that they might have set out for Shifar with Allison, but then she sent another demon. Allure had no trouble banishing it this time. Khaldun suspected that the wraiths were no longer willing to expose themselves after what Semblant had done. They could remain invisible and cancel Allure’s banishment spell if they wished, but Khaldun and Semblant would be able to locate them by sensing their magic.

Mira continued protecting the Foslander army with her null, so magic wouldn’t work against them. The enemy mages concentrated their attacks on the Highgate soldiers, so Khaldun and the others focused on canceling their spells. The conflict on the battlefield continued, and it seemed like they would fight to a stalemate that day.

But then the dragons returned.


Chapter 30
Betrayal


Allure spotted the dragons first, approaching fast from the south, and alerted the others. Khaldun was about to cancel the air beneath the leader, but it was too late. They were flying over the battle, and would crash into their army if he used his spell now. The four of them breathed fire on the troops below. Khaldun canceled the first beast’s flames and the others took care of the rest.

Two of the dragons banked, heading directly for the keep. The other two circled for another pass over the battlefield. Khaldun jumped onto his carpet and took off into the sky, flying around the perimeter of the city to avoid the incoming pair.

The two passing over the battle rained down fire again. Khaldun canceled their flames, then called air to rob one of them of its lift as it moved over the plain. The other one flew directly toward him. Khaldun dove, narrowly missing the beast’s fire. Then he climbed, canceling the air beneath it. The dragon dropped like a stone, belching one more blast of fire, but Khaldun managed to avoid it.

Circling the plain, he saw the other two beasts bombarding the keep roof with flames. The mages had erected a shield spell that seemed to be holding. Khaldun flew over the battle, and realized that Fosland’s mages were taking advantage of their preoccupation with the dragons to wreak havoc upon their troops. He spotted two mages by the southern end of their formation, and dove toward them. Incinerating one from within, he shot lightning bolts at the second, but she raised a shield spell to protect herself.

Climbing to make a second pass, Khaldun found himself on a crash course with a dragon. He dove out of the way, but the beast’s wing brushed him on his way by, nearly knocking him off the carpet. Khaldun spun once, almost losing control, then banked, turning to pursue the beast. But at that moment, a jet of fire shot by him, narrowly missing his carpet. Turning, he spotted the second dragon directly behind him.

Khaldun dove again, but the dragons both circled, one coming at him from each direction. One breathed a jet of fire at him; Khaldun canceled the flames. The second blasted him and would have incinerated him, but someone else extinguished the fire. Climbing, Khaldun spotted a second carpet hurtling toward him with two riders. One was sitting at the front, the second was standing at the rear—she had to be seven feet tall, her skin a much darker shade of gold than any of the others’.

Enigma and Sage had finally arrived.

One of the dragons raced to greet the newcomers, blasting them with flames, but Sage easily canceled them. Khaldun sped south, the second dragon pursuing him. Once he’d moved beyond the battle below, he turned and canceled the air beneath the beast. The dragon fell out of the sky.

Circling back toward the city, Khaldun realized that the other one had taken off toward the keep. Enigma flew alongside Khaldun, and Sage leaped onto his carpet, taking position behind him.

“Enigma says we have to eliminate the dragon rider,” she said into his ear over the noise of the wind. “He’s invisible, but if we expose him and take him out, the beasts will flee.”

“Understood,” Khaldun shouted back.

Sage pulled her carpet out of the void, mounted it, and rode off on her own. Enigma made for the keep, Khaldun and Sage right behind him. Three of the beasts were now circling the roof, raining fire down on the mages’ shield, and it was only a matter of time before the fourth one would join them. There were glowing cracks all along the shield’s surface, and Khaldun didn’t think it would last much longer.

Reaching the castle, Khaldun raced around the keep, calling the magical force to cancel invisibility. But the dragon he’d hit had no rider. Sage targeted the next one, but it was riderless, too. But then Enigma must have removed a spell from the third, because a rider appeared there moments later.

Khaldun shot lightning bolts at him, but the rider turned his steed, and the spell hit the dragon instead. The beast roared in pain, but stayed airborne, turning its attention to Khaldun. He climbed high above the city to avoid its flames, but the dragon didn’t pursue him, chasing Enigma instead. Khaldun dove, following the beast. As he got closer, he reached out with one hand, calling fire; the rider went up in flames. The man fell from the dragon’s back, plunging toward the city.

The now-riderless dragon spat one more jet of flames at Enigma, which hit the sorcerer’s shield spell, then circled back to the keep. Khaldun and Enigma followed, but the beast led its companions away to the north, and the fourth one joined them. Khaldun stayed airborne long enough to see them move out of sight, then headed back toward the keep with Enigma and Sage.

But at that moment, a giant shadow rose from the city below, directly in Sage’s path. The sorcerer banked, climbing high to avoid the monster, but it pursued her. Sage raced away from the keep, headed out over the city, but the demon was gaining on her. Khaldun sped after it, but didn’t know how to banish it.

The demon engulfed Sage and it must have canceled the magic keeping her aloft—the sorcerer plummeted earthward. The demon kept the carpet and raced out beyond the city. Khaldun went into a dive and put on a burst of speed. Only feet from the building below, he swept beneath the sorcerer, reaching out with both hands. She grabbed onto his arms, then called earth to ground herself to the carpet.

Khaldun breathed a sigh of relief as he took them higher into the sky, his heart pounding in his chest. Enigma swooped in next to them, and they flew back to the keep, landing on the roof near the rest of the mages.

“It’s about time you decided to show up,” Syllith told Enigma, hugging him.

“I’m sorry for the delay,” he said, returning her embrace.

“I owe you my life, young man,” Sage said to Khaldun, bowing slightly. “You acted with bravery.”

“Thank you,” Khaldun said, grinning up at her. He’d never seen anyone so tall before. “And it’s nice to finally meet you.”

Sage nodded, then asked Enigma, “What did that demon want with my carpet?”

“Capturing it for Dredmort, I’m sure,” he said with a frown. “I tried to banish it, but someone canceled my spell.”

The battle continued down on the plain, but the dragons’ departure seemed to have disheartened the Foslanders. The Highgate army drove them back before they finally retreated at sunset. Khaldun had half-expected to see Dredmort using the stolen carpet to attack them, but knew from experience it would take more time for him to master its use.

“Nice flying, today,” Syllith said to Khaldun. “But do you think I could have that back?” she added, nodding to her carpet.

“Oh, yes, of course,” he said with a grin, handing it to her. “I almost forgot it wasn’t mine.”

“We’ll have to ask Azure to make you a new one once this situation is settled.”

Khaldun went inside with the rest of the mages. He was famished, but Salerna had called a war council, so he headed into her conference room with the others.

“Welcome, Enigma and Sage,” Salerna said with a grin once they’d all taken their seats. “Your arrival turned the tide today. What is the status of the wards protecting Pytha?”

“We finished the critical repairs before departing,” Enigma told her. “But we’re only patching holes. The wards won’t last forever.”

“Your Highness,” said Allure, “with the dragons gone, and the wraiths hiding from Semblant, the time has come to take bold action to end this conflict.”

Salerna raised her eyebrows in surprise. “Highgate has now lost nearly half its army, so I would very much like to achieve a swift victory. What do you propose?”

Allure took a deep breath, gathering her thoughts. “Together, Allison and Mira provide Fosland with an insurmountable advantage. We need to rescue them both.

“Mira must sleep at night. They’re forcing her to protect their entire army with her null during the battle every day. But in her slumber, that null becomes much smaller. Enigma, Syllith, and I can take our two remaining carpets to put Semblant and Khaldun on the ground as close to her as we can get. From there, Semblant can transform into a giant while Khaldun enters the null to awaken Mira.

“Mira can’t fly, so they’ll have to fight their way out. But she can close her channels of power to eliminate her null, enabling both Khaldun and Semblant to use magic against the Foslanders. And as a giant, Semblant can cut through the enemy forces with ease.

“They’re keeping Allison in a tent at the rear of the encampment. So, they can rescue her on their way out. We can send riders ahead of their mission to await them with extra horses. Once they’ve got Allison, they can ride. And Enigma, Syllith, and I can provide cover from the air for the entire mission.”

Salerna shook her head. “But the Foslanders would overwhelm our people by sheer force of numbers. They’re keeping Mira in the very heart of their camp. Once her guards sound the alarm, you’ll be facing their entire army, in addition to Dredmort and their remaining mages and wraiths.”

“Not if they’re all asleep,” Allure said with a grin. “I’ve spoken to Mist. She can transform and engulf their camp in a dense fog. From there, she can use a sleep spell against anyone she touches. That way, our people would meet little to no resistance on their way out.”

Salerna sat back in her chair, considering this plan for a few moments. “Azure? Enigma? What do you think about this?”

“It’s bold,” said Enigma. “But retaking both sorcerers would enable us to end this conflict very quickly.”

“It’s risky,” Azure pointed out. “We’re putting five of our sorcerers in the very heart of the Foslander army. A million things could go wrong, any one of which would cost us dearly. With the dragons gone and the wraiths laying low, we can win this battle without that extra risk.”

“And sacrifice how many more lives in the process?” asked Allure. “What I’m proposing would not only end the battle, it would take away Dredmort’s ability to liberate Nyro. We must take advantage of this opportunity.”

Salerna heaved a heavy sigh. “I’m inclined to agree with Azure. Nobody wants to spare the lives of our soldiers more than I do. But there is a good chance that we can win this battle tomorrow. We will stay the course. Thank you all very much.”

The others headed to the great hall for dinner, but Salerna asked Khaldun to remain.

“What do you think of Allure’s proposal?” she asked once everyone else had left and Khaldun had put protective spells in place.

“With all due respect, Your Highness, I think we should do it. Mira and Allison have suffered long enough. And too many have already made the ultimate sacrifice for this pointless conflict. Working together, pooling our talents, we can end this in one stroke.”

Salerna nodded. “I agree. And I would have sanctioned it were it not for one problem. We still have a traitor in our midst. It could be Allure or Semblant. Perhaps it’s Syllith. Or, hell, it may be any one of the non-sorcerer governors. And whoever it is could easily sabotage this mission. Then, you and your comrades would perish and we would lose this battle.”

Khaldun took a deep breath. He hadn’t considered this.

“Azure sustained some injuries from his fall today, so I’ve ordered him to get a full night’s sleep tonight. But I would like you and Battleaxe to keep watch from the roof again.”

“Yes, Your Highness.”

Khaldun left the princess alone in her conference room. He went to the great hall to eat with Battleaxe, Enigma, and Syllith, but couldn’t stop thinking about Salerna’s words. She was right—the traitor could eliminate five sorcerers in one shot by sabotaging Allure’s proposed operation. But he desperately wanted to rescue Mira and Allison. He was pretty sure that in Salerna’s shoes, he would have ordered the mission. But the decision wasn’t his to make.

After dinner, Khaldun went up to the roof with Battleaxe. She volunteered to take the first watch, so Khaldun lay down in his bedroll. But sleep eluded him. He stared up at the night sky, wishing they could have rescued Mira and Allison.

He started dozing off eventually, but started awake when someone spoke his name. Sitting up, he found Allure, Semblant, and Mist staring down at him.

“What’s going on?” he asked, getting to his feet and backing away, his heart suddenly hammering in his chest.

“Relax,” Allure said with a sultry smile, her tone disarming. “The three of us have been talking, and we want to execute the rescue mission.”

“The princess didn’t authorize it,” Khaldun replied.

“Strictly speaking, we don’t work for Highgate,” Allure pointed out. “We’re here on behalf of the university. And Allison and Mira are students. It’s our responsibility to rescue them. And if we succeed, we assure Highgate’s victory.”

This was what he wanted, no question. But it felt wrong to buck Salerna’s decision. “We don’t have a carpet.”

“No, but I may be able to persuade Enigma to join us. And failing that, Syllith might be willing to let you borrow hers again.”

Battleaxe strode over, her weapons hoisted over her shoulders. She stood by Khaldun. “Everything all right?”

“Yes,” said Khaldun, taking a deep breath. “Listen, I need to take care of something. Can you take my watch if I’m not back in time?”

“Of course,” she replied. “Do you need my help?” she added, eyeing Allure and Semblant.

“No, it would be best for one of us to maintain the watch here.”

Battleaxe nodded and returned to her post.

“Well, what are we waiting for?” Khaldun asked the others.

Allure shot him a grin, then led the way inside the keep. They made their way down to Syllith’s room and Allure knocked on the door. There was no answer, so she tried again, louder this time. All remained silent inside.

“Something’s wrong,” said Khaldun, his heart jumping into his throat. “We should go inside and check on them.”

Allure nodded. She tried the handle—it wasn’t locked. Moving inside, they found the chambers to be empty. The bed covers were pulled back and rumpled, but there was nobody here.

“Where are they?” Khaldun asked. He felt a sense of dread stirring in the pit of his stomach, worried that the unknown traitor might have done something to the two mages.

“They’ve been separated for ages,” Allure said with a sly smile, nodding toward the messy bed. “I’m betting they’ve probably gone off for a romantic flight under the stars. Let’s check back in an hour. Hopefully they’ll be back by then.”

Khaldun followed the others out of the room, closing the door behind them. But he still felt uneasy. Allure headed off with Semblant and Mist, and Khaldun started up the steps to the roof, but stopped halfway. Maybe Allure was right, but he had a sinking feeling that something was terribly wrong.

Hurrying back to Syllith’s room, he went inside and closed the door behind him. Opening his mind to the magical force, he sensed that a powerful spell had been unleashed here recently. Focusing for a moment, he swept his arm in front of him, revealing events that had taken place only minutes earlier.

Syllith was in bed with Enigma, making love to him quite energetically. Suddenly her whole body went stiff, and she moaned with pleasure as she climaxed.

“I’ve lost track,” Enigma said with a grin. “Was that your fourth or fifth?”

Syllith giggled seductively, stroking his face with one hand. “Enigma Wiseheart, I name thee!”

Enigma’s face contorted in shock and disbelief for a moment, but then he screamed in pain. The sound ended abruptly as fire consumed his body. Syllith collapsed on the bed, sobbing uncontrollably. “No!” she screamed, clutching the sheets in both hands.

But then she rose from the bed, taking a deep breath and stretching for a moment, cracking a satisfied smile. Khaldun could hardly believe his eyes. Syllith had invoked Enigma’s true name? What the hell was going on here?

The witch donned her robes, then grabbed her staff and removed their two carpets from the void. She called fire to incinerate one of them, then opened a window and called air to blow the ashes out of the chamber. Hoisting the remaining carpet over one shoulder, she left the room.

Khaldun stood there for a few moments, staring at the empty room in shock, his body shaking in fear. But then he hurried out of the room and ran up to the roof. Battleaxe was lying on her back, covered in blood, her axes next to her. Salerna’s soldiers were nowhere to be seen. The wizard that had been on duty was nearby, his body a charred corpse.

Battleaxe moaned; Khaldun started—he’d thought she was dead. Dropping to his knees beside her, he took her hand and said, “What happened?”

“It was Syllith,” she said, her voice barely more than a whisper. “We were chatting for a moment… but then she stabbed me… didn’t see it coming.”

“Where did she go?” Khaldun asked.

“Incinerated the wizard… hurled the soldiers off the roof… then flew away.” Battleaxe coughed up some blood. “I guess we know w-who the traitor is now.”

Khaldun squeezed her hand, a tear slipping down his cheek. This was too much to take in. He couldn’t understand how this had happened. “I’m going to get Allure. She might be able to help.”

Battleaxe nodded. Khaldun got to his feet and ran inside to Allure’s chambers. She was there with Semblant and Mist. He told her that someone had stabbed Battleaxe, then she hurried up to the roof with him, the other two close behind.

Allure kneeled beside Battleaxe, placing her palm on her chest. She closed her eyes, and her hand began to glow. “The weapon missed her heart,” she told the others as she opened her eyes. “I’m going to seal your wound,” she added to Battleaxe. “But this is going to be excruciating.”

Battleaxe coughed up some more blood. “What are you waiting for?”

Allure closed her eyes again. Her hand glowed brighter than ever, and Battleaxe screamed. But then she passed out. Allure continued her spell for a few moments longer, then withdrew her hand and sighed. “She’ll live,” she told the others, standing up. Fixing Khaldun with a stare, she added, “Now tell me what the hell happened here.”


Chapter 31
Nyro


After dinner, Syllith had gone up to her chambers with Enigma. Nyro watched events unfold from inside the witch’s body. She waited until the two of them had disrobed, then took over completely. It had been centuries since she’d enjoyed the pleasures of the flesh. She pushed Enigma onto the bed and mounted him, reaching her first climax in seconds.

But then she savored the lovemaking for several minutes before allowing the host body to reach such a peak again. Thrice more, and then she decided she’d had enough for now. The witch had regained control for a few moments after she terminated the sorcerer, but that was to be expected. Overwhelming emotions still had the power to push Nyro aside temporarily.

Reasserting her control, she rose from the bed and dressed herself. Grabbing the witch’s staff, she retrieved the last two carpets from the void, incinerating the spare and calling air to blow the ashes out the window. Then she took the final one and left the room.

There were voices coming from the stairway, heading in her direction. Nyro made herself invisible and ran to the opposite end of the hall to avoid detection. That boy Khaldun and three other sorcerers walked up to her room and knocked. When there was no answer, they moved inside. Nyro ran to the far end of the corridor, tucking the carpet into the void and tethering it to herself. She hurried up the steps, producing the knife she’d stowed in the pocket of her robes.

Making herself visible, she stepped out on the roof and encountered Battleaxe, who asked her what she was doing. She spun a yarn about Salerna asking her to fly a quick patrol, then, once she was sure the sorcerer was focused on her words, stabbed her in the chest. It would have been so much easier to incinerate her, but unfortunately, this witch didn’t possess sufficient power to take out a sorcerer that way.

Battleaxe stared at her in surprise for a moment, then collapsed, dropping her axes on the stone with a loud clanging noise. The two soldiers took notice. Nyro called air, flinging them off the roof. The wizard approached, brandishing his wand, but Nyro called fire, incinerating him from within.

Retrieving her carpet from the void, she unfurled it on the stone and sat in the middle. Then she took off and flew across the city, making herself invisible. Once she’d landed out beyond the Foslander encampment, she tucked the carpet into the void and removed the pyramid. She used that to contact Dredmort through his mirror, then returned it to oblivion.

Less than a minute later, she spotted the wizard approaching, the fat mage and two soldiers close behind. Nyro made herself visible. The wizard and his entourage arrived and kneeled before her, bowing their heads.

Henry had never wanted children; he cared only about his own power and pleasure, with nary a concern about what might happen after his death. But he’d had to name someone his heir. Who better than Dredmort, the chief architect of his fledgling kingdom? Better still, the wizard had no interest in ruling himself, making the threat of assassination a small one. Of course, Henry had never imagined such an early demise for himself.

The self-proclaimed king had balked at accepting a role as Nyro’s warden in Maeda, but she had to let it go. Nyro was hardly in a position make demands as long as she was incarcerated in her elvish prison. And she needed these mortals to bring this accelerated course to freedom to fruition. She’d always known Henry would have to die when the time came, but as it turned out, the boy had done the job for her.

Dredmort was much more cooperative than his predecessor. Of course, he had much more to gain. He craved thaumaturgic knowledge and knew Nyro could teach him more than anyone else in the history of Anoria. And she’d promised to make him a sorcerer once she was free. Contrary to the witch’s doubts, this was something she could do, but she hadn’t decided yet if she would. Perhaps if he remained unwavering in his loyalty.

But Dredmort still didn’t know that he was the king. Nyro knew because the witch did. But she couldn’t risk passing the information to Dredmort. If she did, he would realize that he should know the girl’s true name, but didn’t. It didn’t matter—either one of them could still use magic to compel her to obey. She was still a new sorcerer, not yet strong enough to resist that spell. But there was no telling how Dredmort might react. If he understood that they’d reassigned her bond, he might no longer be willing to proceed with their plan. Nyro wasn’t going to allow the girl to bind her, but he didn’t know that.

“Rise, Lord Dredmort,” she said, cracking a smile.

“We are yours to command, Your Majesty,” the wizard said as he stood up.

“You have your stolen carpet with you?” she asked. He had begged her to allow him to take one for himself. Nyro saw no harm in that. And it would provide them with a spare for this journey in case something happened to hers.

“Tucked into the void,” he replied with a nod.

“Very well. And now mine is the only other,” she told him. “The rest are destroyed. We shall depart immediately for Shifar with the girl and one other mage. But not this one. He reeks.”

“Yes, Your Majesty,” he said. “I will fetch Allison and Lane. Gunthar will remain here to command our⁠—”

“This battle is inconsequential. Once we’re gone, you might as well send your people home.”

The wizard looked troubled but said nothing, only bowing and hurrying off with the others. Nyro removed her carpet from the void and unfurled it on the ground. Dredmort returned with the girl and another of his wizards. The girl’s eyes were red and puffy as if she’d been crying, but her expression was vacant.

“You’ve got her under your control?” Nyro asked.

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

“Very well. Once we’re airborne, you will command her to call air to increase our speed. You and this other one shall do so as well.”

Dredmort bowed. Nyro positioned him at the front of the carpet, the girl and the other wizard at the sides, and took the rear herself. She’d put too much time and effort into this plan to risk losing it all by keeping her back turned on any of these fools. Gripping the witch’s staff, she lifted them high into the sky and then took off to the south. The others added their power to hers and they accelerated.

Despite their combined effort, this process would still take most of the night. Once Nyro fully possessed a sorcerer, she’d be able to use the pyramid to open a portal. Stepping through that to her destination would take seconds instead of hours. Having a couple of extra sorcerers along for this journey could have cut their travel time in half. But as always with this plan, Nyro had to do the best she could with the tools at her disposal.

Nyro had prophesied her own downfall years in advance and put plans in place to allow for her ultimate return. She’d foreseen several possible paths to freedom, but none were guaranteed. Even at the height of her power, predicting the future had been imprecise. Prophetic visions showed only possible outcomes, some more likely than others. When the sorcerer in Spanbrook had used the spells she left to bind a demon, she thought her time had finally come. Yet that fool’s stubbornness defeated her every effort to seduce him. For a time, Nyro had despaired. It seemed her vision about the one who would come to Spanbrook had been wrong.

But eventually, Nyro had rallied herself, as she always did. It took centuries, but she finally managed to understand the enchantments those cursed elves had used to establish the wards around Pytha. She’d studied elvish magic before her downfall, providing herself with a solid foundation. But the wards they’d used to incarcerate her were dreadfully advanced.

In the beginning, she’d assumed that their magic had killed Pytha’s remaining population. But eventually, she’d come to realize that it was more than that. The elves had used those people’s life force to help erect the wards. And with Xythor’s help, she’d found ways to weaken them. It was impossible to remove them completely from the inside, but in time, they would have worn away at the weak points enough to provide an escape route. The world had forgotten about Nyro and her Sacred Circle, so they thought they’d had all the time in the world.

Only then this witch whose body she now inhabited had come along and rediscovered them. That sorcerer of hers had started undoing their work, eliminating decades of progress. Once again, Nyro had despaired. No matter how hard they toiled, it took vastly more time to break the wards from the inside than it did to repair them from the outside.

But then they discovered that the sorcerer wasn’t using the original spells that the elves had put in place. Had the humans lost that knowledge? Or had the elves never taught them their magic in the first place? That would be characteristic of those arrogant bastards. And this time, it would cost them dearly. Nyro had realized that if they continued their work, in time, they would reach a critical threshold. Once they’d inflicted sufficient damage to the original wards, no amount of patching would prevent them from creating an opening they could use to escape. Nyro had estimated that it would still take at least another decade or two to achieve victory, but after so many centuries, she could wait a little longer.

And then something unexpected happened. The idiot prince killed his own necromancer, and that boy found the pyramid. He was every bit as stubborn as his predecessor, but luckily, he turned the artifact over to the witch. And once Nyro had had a chance to learn her mind, she knew she had her. This witch would do anything to prevent Nyro from returning. And that was her flaw. Righteous people were so easy to manipulate.

Nyro had almost felt bad for the witch. She’d believed herself clever and careful enough to use their conversations to beguile her into revealing her plans. But Nyro had had centuries more practice playing this game against vastly more powerful opponents. The witch didn’t stand a chance. It had taken time, but Nyro was able to exploit her flaw to maneuver her into doing exactly what she wanted.

The key to the first phase of this plan had been drawing the witch to the temple in Shifar. Those fools were only too eager to bring Nyro back into the world. To them, she was a god. That was yet another wheel Nyro had set into motion eons ago. The ones Ohlam worshipped were no gods, and Nyro hadn’t destroyed them—she’d merely sent them back from whence they’d come. But in dropping hints that she’d cast down the old gods, she’d planted the seeds for these fools’ offshoot religion. Nyro had never been arrogant enough to believe herself a deity, but encouraging others to believe as much had always had its uses. And these monks had provided one more avenue of potential liberation. Nyro had taught them how to use the life force of sacrificial victims to weaken the wards.

In the end, they’d lacked the power to secure her freedom. This was one more example of the imprecision of prophecy. With more powerful mages, they might have succeeded. Still, Nyro wasn’t about to squander such a tool. And ultimately, the fools had proven useful despite their weakness. Her work with Xythor would have provided an escape route centuries before the temple’s efforts, but the spells they were using provided one all-important advantage: they were applying them from the outside. And once Nyro had successfully drawn the witch to the temple—all the way to the barrier itself—she was able to implant a shard of herself deep inside the witch. It was only the tiniest particle of her spirit, yet it was the most she could send through the barrier’s weakened area, despite her formidable power. But it had been enough.

The witch had no idea Nyro resided within her—that had been crucial. She would have sacrificed herself without hesitation to stop her. But altering her memory had been easy from the inside. Nyro allowed the witch to keep full control most of the time, while she watched and waited. The witch had wanted to alert the sorcerer at the watchtower to the monks’ efforts at the temple, but of course, Nyro didn’t allow that. Instead, she’d forced her to tell the others that she had. The lie contained some truth: the sorcerer wouldn’t have been able to undo the monks’ work. But Nyro was making sure the witch didn’t reveal the temple’s precise location to anyone else.

Nyro had provided Dredmort with a way to contact her after he’d used the Stanbridge pyramid to communicate with her. But that spell only worked if he initiated it, so she’d instructed him to check in with her on a regular basis. Once the witch had made contact, Nyro had let him know that she would soon have control of someone inside the university.

Yet even once Nyro had managed to compromise the witch, there was still much that could have gone wrong. At least at that point, she was able to use the pyramid to communicate with Dredmort without waiting for him to contact her. She had ordered Henry, through Dredmort, to send armies to three nearby territories. Nyro knew that only creating a direct threat to the university would prompt them to discard their ridiculous neutrality directive and send some of their sorcerers to the embattled areas. The fewer sorcerers remaining at the university, the better her chances.

But then, Nyro had made a nearly-catastrophic mistake. She knew the witch and the battle mage were friends, so she’d allowed him to visit. But she’d failed to take proper precautions.

The witch had decided to ask the sorcerer to destroy the pyramid, so she’d removed it from its hiding place, tucking it back into the void and tethering it to herself. Nyro wasn’t going to allow her to carry out her plans—she still needed the pyramid—but the sorcerer had detected something hidden in the void, and demanded to know what it was. Apparently, he didn’t trust the witch as much as she thought he did. Killing him at that moment would have created more problems than it solved, so Nyro had allowed the witch to reveal the pyramid to him.

The idiot should have incarcerated the witch immediately and confiscated the artifact. And had he attempted it, Nyro would have taken over completely to stop him. But luckily for her, he was just as sentimental as the rest of the humans. He told her there would be an inquiry once the rest of the council returned. The witch’s impulse had been to hand the pyramid over to him, but Nyro had intervened. Then, once her grand move was imminent, she’d murdered the sorcerer to make sure he couldn’t foil her plans.

Of course, she’d had to lie to the boy about Warhammer destroying the pyramid. And the fool had believed her. Keeping the pyramid hidden had become much trickier after that. But sorcerers didn’t usually notice concealed magic if they weren’t looking for it. So, Nyro had hidden it in a seldom-used room in the mansion at first, and then moved it to a storage room near the governors’ council chambers before the attack. After that, she’d taken it with her to Arthos, and then to Highgate, keeping it in her chambers and being careful to avoid visitors.

There had been another close call when the witch invited the sorceress to probe her mind. Nyro had worried that she might detect the small shard of herself she had deposited there. In that same situation, Nyro would have found it. But there had been nothing to fear. The sorceress’s limited powers had proven insufficient to the task.

Finally, everything had fallen into place. The university had depleted itself of its most powerful champions, Nyro had control of the witch, and Dredmort had his forces in position. She had met him and the little harlot and let them through the barrier. And that was it: her work at the university was done. It had been even simpler than she’d imagined. Dredmort had done all the rest of the work. He’d reassigned the conjurnor’s line of succession before murdering her, and then abducted the girl and her companion.

That one had introduced an unknown variable. Nyro hadn’t foreseen her; she didn’t know if she could be foreseen. A null sorcerer? What she wouldn’t have given to command such a mage when she was building her empire. If the girl survived, Nyro would find a way to acquire her when she established her new reign, but that would have to wait.

Nyro suspected the null’s existence was responsible for some of the trouble she’d had prophesying the end of her incarceration. Her visions of this time period had been even vaguer than usual. She could see the paths leading to her liberation, as well as their eventual outcomes. But the nexus at the center of those events had always remained frustratingly invisible to her. Could the null’s involvement in the situation explain that? It was an intriguing possibility, and one that Nyro would have to examine more closely when time allowed. But regardless of her invisibility to prophecy, the null’s presence had only helped rather than hindered Nyro’s plans.

Dredmort used the spell Nyro had taught him to compel the normal girl to obey. She had taken down the barrier, and Fosland’s forces had taken care of the rest. Dredmort had had to use more pedestrian methods to keep the null in line, but fortunately, that had worked.

Yet the key to this second phase of the plan had been the dreaded carpets. It had always been possible Nyro could abscond with the girl and make it to the temple in Shifar before anyone noted her absence and alerted one of the other carpet riders. But she despised leaving something so important to chance. In Nyro’s experience, anything that could go wrong usually did. Robbing them of the other carpets ensured they could never catch her in time, even if one of them realized she was gone. The sorcerer at the watchtower had a carpet, as did the little one in Highgate. And then he had created several others. Nyro had needed to eliminate those before taking the girl to Shifar.

This was a golden opportunity to accelerate her liberation by a decade or more, but still, it was fragile. The witch was pathetically weak next to Nyro, and Dredmort wasn’t much stronger. Any one of the sorcerers could have easily thwarted her. But eliminating those other carpets had been one concrete step she could take to help secure her success.

She had harbored some small hope that the debacle at the university would have caused the governors to recall their sorcerers—particularly the ones with the carpets. The entire operation was an exercise in futility, but one that she’d had to allow to ensure Henry’s cooperation. The man had been obsessed with destroying the institution. In the end, it had failed to bring back all of the carpets, but that was no matter. Nyro had still needed to acquire the girl, so the primary goal had still been achieved.

But after that, the attack on Highgate was essential. The little one was already there with his carpet. With the university eliminated, the boy, the witch, and the shapeshifter had nowhere else to go, and of course, they would rally to the defense of the kingdom’s former capital. Nyro had forced the witch to implore her lover to join them as quickly as possible with the final carpets. Not that she’d needed to exert much pressure. With the dragons, the wraiths, the null, and the newly acquired sorcerer all joining the Foslander forces, their situation had become dire.

And yet that oaf at the watchtower was nearly as bad as the witch. The spells Xythor and Nyro had been using to wear down the wards were progressive in nature—they remained active long after they’d been cast. Nyro had stopped using them the moment the witch had first contacted her, but they kept working. And the watchtower sorcerer simply refused to leave his post while there was still work to do. But finally, the corrosive spells had run their course and the oaf made his last repairs.

Nyro had taken care of the boy’s carpet herself, forcing the witch to incinerate it when no one was looking. Then on Dredmort’s command, the girl’s demon had eliminated the shapeshifter’s. And the dragon had come to their aid unbidden in taking out the little one’s. With the arrival of the witch’s lover and the Shifari woman, the way was clear to take away the last two and put the final phase of her plan into motion.

Of course, things were not about to unfold the way Nyro had led Dredmort to believe they would. The wizard expected that Nyro would teach the girl how to open a portal she could use to bind her. He had expressed concern that Nyro would overpower the girl in such a relationship, which, of course, she would. But Nyro had assured him there was a way to prevent that, keeping the girl in total control. And that was true, but it was something only Nyro could initiate. And she had no intention of allowing the girl to bind her in the first place.

Nyro had discovered how to reverse her bond to Saliman all those centuries ago, putting her in control. But not even she had been able to escape that bond. Only her death had eliminated it; and having died, she’d been released from her true name. No one could ever control her that way again, and she wasn’t about to sacrifice her imminent freedom to become some girl’s slave.

The hours dragged by, the miles disappeared behind them, and finally they reached Nyro’s temple in the southern Anthar mountains. The sun was cracking the horizon as she dove, setting the carpet down by the base of the steps. Getting to her feet and stretching the stiffness out of the witch’s joints, she spotted the high priest rushing out to meet her, his flock close behind. They all kneeled before her, bowing their heads to their god.

“The time for my resurrection is upon us,” she told them. “Rise, all of you, and take us to the gateway.”


Chapter 32
Desperate Measures


Khaldun recounted everything he’d seen in Syllith’s chambers, and what Battleaxe had told him. Allure, Semblant, and Mist listened in stunned silence.

“I can’t believe it,” Allure said when he was done, striding off to the stairs.

The other three followed her. Allure marched straight to Syllith’s chambers, letting herself in and then viewing the events that had transpired for herself.

“And she accused me,” she said, shaking her head. “I knew this bitch had to be the traitor.”

“But you saw her—she broke down after killing Enigma. Then in an instant, she changed, smiling instead,” Khaldun pointed out. “There was something wrong with her. Could Nyro have been controlling her somehow?”

“I don’t see how,” Allure replied. “But either way, she must be on her way to Shifar with Allison by now. We have to alert Salerna and Azure.”

They awoke the princess and her sorcerer, and the group gathered in the private office inside Salerna’s chambers.

“It’s difficult to believe that Syllith would betray us like this,” said Azure, shaking his head. “But it’s clear that she has.”

“And now we know what Dredmort was waiting for,” Salerna said with a sigh. “They needed to draw Enigma into the conflict here to give Syllith the opportunity to destroy the rest of the carpets. Now, we have no way of stopping them from liberating Nyro.”

“That might not be entirely true,” Azure told her. “The dragon damaged my carpet badly enough to render it unusable, but only incinerated a portion of it. I saved the rest.”

“But how does that help us it if it won’t fly?” asked Allure.

“Normally, it takes days to create a new one,” Azure told her. “The spells have to be applied in layers, and given time to fully seep into the material. But if I bind the remains of my old carpet to a new one, it may be capable of flight with a single application.”

“We must make the attempt,” said Salerna. “As soon as it’s ready, the five of you can fly to Nyro’s temple in Shifar and try to stop them.”

“We don’t know the temple’s precise location,” Khaldun pointed out.

“Didn’t you tell me it’s in the southern Anthars?” Salerna asked.

“Yes, but I don’t know where. Syllith learned the location from the high priest of the Ohlam temple in Stoutwall, but never relayed the information to me.”

“Then we’ll have to go there to get it,” said Mist.

“Stoutwall is far out of the way. If we go there, we’ll never make it to the temple in time,” said Azure.

“It seems that might be the case anyway,” said Allure. “Syllith already has a significant head start. By the time you prepare the new carpet, her lead will be even greater.”

“Allison is their only sorcerer,” Azure replied. “Even with a full load of mages calling air, they can only go so fast. As sorcerers, we’re far stronger. There are eight of us here. If we all go, we should be able to overtake them.”

“Can you fit eight people on a carpet?” Allure asked skeptically.

“I’ll use one of the larger ones,” Azure replied. “It can seat a dozen people.”

“That would deplete our forces here,” Salerna pointed out. “And we still have a battle to fight. I’m sure Dredmort will have gone with Syllith and Allison, but they’ll still have at least a few mages here plus their wraiths.”

“And Mira,” Khaldun added.

“We could keep Sage and Cyclone here along with the rest of our mages,” said Azure. “With Allison and the dragons gone, they should be strong enough to repel any magical attack.”

“Very well,” said Salerna with a nod. “Then the five of you and Spring can make the trip to Shifar.”

“We still don’t know where the temple is,” Allure reminded them. “Is it possible its location could be recorded in your library somewhere?”

“It may be,” Salerna said with a nod.

“I’ll check there,” said Allure.

“We should ask Sage, too,” said Mist. “She grew up in Shifar.”

“Let’s get to it,” said Salerna, getting to her feet. “The fate of the entire continent now lies in our hands.”

The group left Salerna in her chambers. Allure and Semblant hurried off to the library, while Mist went to alert Spring, Cyclone, and Sage. Azure headed down to his workshop in the castle’s basement, and Khaldun returned to his chambers, pulling out his mirror to contact Jezebel. It took a few tries, but finally her face appeared in the glass, her eyes heavy with sleep. Khaldun apprised her of the situation.

“I hope Azure can get that carpet to fly,” she said once he’d finished. “The consequences will be dire if they manage to liberate Nyro.”

“Even if Azure succeeds, we still don’t know where to find the temple,” he said.

“But didn’t you tell me before that you knew its location?”

“Only that it’s in the southern Anthars.”

“But Allison described its exact position to me. I tried to tell you, but you said you already knew.”

“She did? Where is it?”

“Hold on, I’m not sure if I remember…”

“Jez, you must. We’re doomed if we can’t find it.”

“She said something about two mountain peaks,” Jezebel said, her brow furrowed in concentration. “She called them ‘the Twins,’ I think…”

“Are you sure?” Khaldun asked, his heart suddenly racing.

“No… No, it was ‘the Sisters’!”

“You’re certain?”

“Yes! She said they’d be taking her to a temple at the feet of two peaks called ‘the Sisters’!”

“Terrific! Your Highness, you are brilliant. Now, where exactly can we find those peaks?”

“I have no idea,” Jezebel said with a frown. “That’s all she told me.”

Khaldun nodded. “Hopefully that’s enough.”

He bade the princess farewell and hurried back to Salerna’s chambers, but the princess was gone. Instead, he ran down to the basement, and after a few minutes, found Azure’s workshop. The sorcerer was hard at work on the new carpet. He already had the remnants of his old one attached to a new one. Salerna was there, patiently monitoring his progress. Sage, Mist, Spring, Allure, and Semblant were there, too, staring at a map of Shifar they had laid out on a table. Khaldun told them what he’d learned from Jezebel.

“I know the Sisters,” Sage told them, pointing to a spot near the northern end of Shifar, not far from the southern tip of the Great Desert. “They’re here. The two tallest peaks in the southern Anthars. You’re sure that’s where the temple lies?”

“Yes, Jezebel first thought they were called the ‘Twins,’ but then remembered the correct name.”

“Are there any other peaks called the ‘Twins’,” asked Allure.

“Not that I’m aware of,” Sage said with a frown. “It must be the Sisters.”

“That’s where we have to go, then,” said Khaldun. “How’s it going with the carpet?”

“You’d have to ask Azure,” Allure replied. “But I wouldn’t recommend it. He became testy the last time I asked.”

“Only because you’d already asked him six times,” Mist pointed out with a grin.

Allure rolled up the map and headed out with Semblant to return it to the library. Khaldun sat down near Salerna, watching interestedly as Azure worked on the carpet. The minutes dragged by, Allure and Semblant returned, and still the sorcerer continued imbuing the fabric with his magic.

The tension in the room became palpable as Azure cast his spells. Khaldun could feel the power emanating from the sorcerer, but wondered if it would be enough. It would have to be if they were to have any chance of preventing Nyro from establishing a second reign of darkness.

Precious minutes slipped by, and all eyes remained on Azure. Khaldun could see the sweat forming on his brow. He was about to ask him if he needed any help, but finally, Azure heaved a heavy sigh, gazing around at the rest of them.

“It’s as good as it’s going to get,” he told them.

“As long as it’ll fly, that should be enough,” said Allure.

“That remains to be seen,” he replied with a grim smile. “I’ll need to take it for a test flight before we set out.”

The entire group went up to the roof. Azure took a seat on the carpet and lifted off straight up in the air. He’d risen roughly twenty feet when suddenly the carpet dropped. Khaldun and several of the others gasped, but the sorcerer regained control only a few feet from the roof. He circled the keep once, then landed again.

“I’m not sure if it’ll make it very far,” he told them. “But with six of us working the spells, we might have a shot.”

“We’ve got to try,” said Allure. “Let’s go.”

Khaldun boarded the carpet with Azure, Allure, Semblant, Mist, and Spring. Salerna and Sage wished them luck, then they lifted off. Azure told them that it would take his full concentration to keep them airborne, so the rest of them would have to call air to provide their forward motion. And he asked Khaldun to navigate.

“I didn’t get a great look at the map,” Khaldun told him.

“Follow the river south to its end,” Allure told him. “Then fly along the perimeter of the Great Desert. When you reach its southern tip, head southeast and look for the two highest peaks when we reach the mountains.”

“All right,” Khaldun said, taking a deep breath.

They rose high above the city, then Khaldun pointed them south, and they flew as fast as they could.


Chapter 33
Prophecy Fulfilled


The flight to Shifar was rough going. Several times, the spells providing the carpet its ability to fly started unraveling, and they dropped hundreds of feet. Azure managed to rebuild them each time, but the experience was harrowing nonetheless. At the crack of dawn, they finally spotted two enormous peaks rising above the surrounding mountains. Khaldun steered them in that direction, and dove as they drew closer. There was a structure nestled in the valley between the Sisters’ feet that could only be the Temple of the Goddess.

Khaldun set them down by the base of the steps leading into the structure, and the six of them disembarked. Once Azure had tucked the carpet into the void, they hurried into the building. Passing through an entry hall, they moved into an enormous chamber with a carving of Nyro towering above them on the far wall. There were bodies strewn about the chamber’s floor; they had to be some of the monks. Khaldun wondered if Syllith had slain them—and if so, why.

Hurrying across the area, they emerged onto a balcony overlooking a circular chamber beyond, with a stone table in the center, and open to the elements at the rear. Many more bodies littered the floor below.

They found steps at the end of the balcony leading down to the open chamber, and hurried down them. There was a pathway leading from its rear into the mountains. They followed its winding course until they reached a sheer cliff face. Azure held out his hand for a moment, and part of the rock wall vanished, revealing a metal door. The sorcerer tried opening it, but it wouldn’t budge. He attempted a spell to unlock it, but this had no effect. Finally, he closed his eyes, holding out both arms. Smoke rose from the metal and it glowed red. After a minute, it started melting, forming a pool of magma on the ground; Khaldun could feel the heat it was emitting.

Once the way was clear, Azure leaped across the pool into the tunnel beyond. The others followed him, and he called fire to light the way. They hurried through the passage for many minutes, sunlight visible through the far end. Making themselves invisible, they approached the opening. Peering over Azure’s shoulder, Khaldun could see a ledge beyond overlooking the land of Pytha far below. The elvish barrier formed a wall at the far edge, extending in every direction, its surface crackling with energy.

Allison was standing in the middle of the ledge, beams of light emanating from both hands. A whirlpool had formed where the beams met the barrier, the wall’s energy swirling around that focal point. Standing on either side of Allison were Dredmort and Lane, and behind her was Syllith.

Allure had moved up on Azure’s other side. Holding out one hand, she tried hitting Allison with a sleep spell, but it struck a shield protecting the four mages. Sensing the magic, Syllith turned, pointing her staff, removing their invisibility spells and exposing them with an expression of mild surprise.

“I should have known you’d find a way here,” Syllith told them, “but you’re too late.”

“We’ve got to get through that shield spell,” Allure whispered to the others. “Let’s all hit it with everything we can.”

Allure, Azure, and Khaldun charged onto the ledge, Semblant, Spring, and Mist right behind them. They unleashed a fury of fire and lightning spells, and within moments, glowing cracks appeared along the shield’s surface. The two wizards had turned, and along with Syllith reinforced their protective spell.

Allison continued working her magic, and the vortex in the barrier grew larger and started spinning faster. The sorcerers kept up their onslaught, finally overpowering Syllith, Dredmort, and Lane. The shield shattered, and Allure tried her sleep spell again. Syllith canceled it, but Khaldun and Semblant both hurled the same incantation. The witch canceled one, but the other hit Allison. She crumpled to the ground, but it was too late.

A black hole had opened at the center of the whirlpool, and now a dark shadow oozed out of it. Growing twenty feet tall, it took human shape and solidified. Khaldun and the others found themselves staring at Nyro, giant and naked.

The demon hit Spring with a bolt of lightning before any of them could react. It threw the sorcerer into the cliff face; he fell to the ground and didn’t move. Azure raised a shield spell around them, and Allure tried to banish Nyro, but nothing happened.

“She’s too strong!” Allure cried.

Reaching out with one hand, Nyro hit Syllith with something invisible. The witch rose a few feet in the air, her body going rigid, her face registering shock. But then she floated down to the ground, her eyes closed as her body began to glow.

Next, Nyro removed Azure’s shield spell with a wave of her hand. Suddenly, Semblant started screaming. He fell down, writhing on the ground as the skin on his face and hands turned red and blistered.

“NO!” Allure screamed, dropping to her knees beside him and sobbing. But the sorcerer kept screaming as his flesh melted. Allure placed both palms on his chest, her hands glowing bright for a moment, and Semblant went still and quiet.

Azure raised another shield spell, and Khaldun and Mist reinforced it.

“Allison hasn’t bound Nyro yet,” Khaldun told them. She was still on the ground, Dredmort and Lane kneeling beside her. But she stirred as one of them cast a spell to awaken her. “If I can get to her, I can move her into the tunnel.”

“Nyro will kill you if you move beyond the shield,” Azure told him.

“I might be able to distract her,” Mist said. “But you’ll have to act fast—I doubt I’ll last too long.”

She transformed into vapor before Khaldun could object. Rushing toward the demon, Mist engulfed her face and torso in a thick fog. Khaldun rushed toward Allison, but Dredmort held out his staff, encasing him in a sheet of glowing energy. Khaldun removed his spell, then called the magical force, knocking out Dredmort, and then Lane before he could react. The two wizards dropped and Khaldun reached Allison. She was sitting up now, gazing around her in terror.

“What have I done?” she asked, tears in her eyes. “Did I release Nyro?”

“It wasn’t your fault,” Khaldun assured her. “Dredmort was controlling you. But let’s go—we’ve got to get you out of here before they can make you bind Nyro!”

Khaldun helped Allison to her feet. There was an almighty roar; looking up, Khaldun saw that Mist was bombarding Nyro with lightning bolts. But at that moment, Nyro did something that moved the fog away from her. The vapor coalesced, taking human shape, and Mist fell to the ground, moaning in pain.

Khaldun took Allison’s hand, leading her toward the tunnel at a run. Allure was by Azure’s side now, and the two of them extended their shield spell to include Khaldun and Allison. They moved toward Mist as Khaldun and Allison reached the tunnel entry. Khaldun added his own power to the shield spell.

Someone screamed, and Khaldun realized that it was Syllith. She was writhing on the ground and foaming at the mouth. But suddenly, Nyro disappeared.

“Stay alert!” Azure shouted at the others as he and Allure reached Mist. “She could possess any one of us!”

Azure kneeled by Mist’s side, placing one hand on her head. The sorcerer sat up, looking confused for a moment, but then their shield spell disappeared. Mist’s eyes began glowing red and she roared; Nyro had possessed her. Standing up, she blasted Azure and Allure away from her. Khaldun formed a new shield spell around him and Allison. Turning toward the tunnel, Mist shot a bolt of lightning at Khaldun. It hit his shield spell, collapsing it in one shot.

Khaldun hit Mist with the knockout spell, but it had no effect. She strode toward them, suddenly taking Nyro’s appearance. Khaldun didn’t want to harm Mist, but they were in trouble. He called fire, hurling a giant bolt of lightning at her. Mist canceled it with a wave, locking eyes with Khaldun and smiling.

“I gave you a chance to join me, boy,” she told him, “but you chose to squander it. Now, you will die.”

Mist held her arms to her sides, both hands glowing red. Khaldun could feel the energy in the air, but had no idea what she was doing. He reformed his shield spell, but suddenly, a twister came out of nowhere, hitting Mist and hurling her into the cliff face.

Khaldun spotted Azure and Allure running over to them—one of them must have called the twister. Syllith kept writhing and screaming, and with a gasp, Khaldun realized that the visible areas of her skin had turned golden in color. Nyro had triggered her metamorphosis into a sorcerer.

Azure and Allure reached the tunnel entry, but suddenly, Allure dashed off again. She ran to Mist, who was struggling to get to her feet. Nyro had left her body and disappeared again. With Allure’s help, Mist made it over to the tunnel.

“We’d better get out of here,” Azure said.

But before they could move, Syllith rose to her feet and roared. In a flash, her robes burned away, revealing that her transformation was complete: her entire body was golden now, her eyes glowing red. Khaldun knew that Nyro must have possessed her. She roared again, rising off the ground, her arms held out to her sides. The ground shook, and the elvish barrier protecting Pytha began to glow bright red. It started bubbling like boiling water, and the lightning on its surface intensified.

Several more tremors rocked the earth, each stronger than the last, and suddenly a giant rift opened in the barrier. There was a roaring sound and a tremendous gale as the air escaped Pytha. Dozens of shadows erupted from the gap, swirling around Syllith, forming a tornado of demons. As the seconds passed, the rift in the barrier grew, until finally enormous cracks grew in its surface, spreading out in every direction. More and more demons joined the maelstrom and the ground shook over and over again.

Suddenly, the noise and fury subsided, leaving only a breeze coming from Pytha. The barrier was gone, and the demons rose high into the sky and disappeared to the east. Syllith returned to the ground, removing something from the void and holding it in her hand. Khaldun realized it was the pyramid—Warhammer hadn’t destroyed it, after all.

There was a crackling noise, and Khaldun spotted a glowing ball forming several feet in front of Syllith. It grew, quickly taking the shape of a doorway. Staring through the opening, Khaldun could see a grassy slope beyond—it was a portal to somewhere else. A strong wind was blowing through it, and there was a scent that Khaldun recognized but couldn’t place.

Azure and Allure both shot lightning bolts at Syllith, but she’d cast a shield spell; their magic slammed into it without harming the sorcerer. Syllith stepped through the portal, taking the pyramid with her. The portal shrank in size, becoming a glowing ball again momentarily before disappearing. A final gust of wind hit them, and Khaldun finally recognized the smell: it was the sea.


Chapter 34
Defeat


Mira woke the same way she had for the past several mornings: with a sword point at her throat. Two soldiers were inside her tent along with Gunthar. Getting to her feet, Mira left the tent with the men. The sun had yet to rise, but already, the Foslander troops were forming ranks, preparing for the day’s assault on Highgate.

Most days, Mira had spotted Allison briefly as she exited her tent, before they took her wherever they were positioning her, but she caught no glimpse of her this morning. And as the army organized itself on the battlefield, she realized that Dredmort and Lane were both missing as well.

Before long, Mira mounted her horse and took her usual position in the very middle of the Foslander troops. Gunthar accompanied her today; sword at the ready, he ordered Mira to form her null to protect their forces. Mira wanted nothing more than to defy him, but she couldn’t risk it. She knew they would never invoke Allison’s true name, but there were plenty of ways they could harm her if Mira refused to comply. And they’d already displayed a willingness to carry out their threats. Exhausted as she was, she expanded her null.

The battle started, and Highgate’s mages tried a new tactic. An orb of fire, more than thirty feet across, formed by the northern edge of the battle. As it faded, Mira could see that it had incinerated everything inside, leaving a crater in the ground. She hadn’t noticed who’d been inside that space, but another orb formed nearby, engulfing one of Fosland’s witches, along with several troops and two wraiths. When the fire within dissipated, only the wraiths remained.

Mira had seen this spell before in the battle that had taken place in Stoutwall; Shatter had been the one to wield it then. Nobody had used it here before, so Mira suspected it had to be one of the newcomers. Lane had told her that Sage and Enigma had arrived, so it was probably one of them.

Mira could see the mages on the castle’s roof, but couldn’t make out who they were from this distance. There were fewer of them today. This made her wonder. Had Dredmort finally taken Allison to Shifar? Were mages from Highgate and the university pursuing them?

Something powerful hit her null, snapping Mira out of her reverie. She couldn’t tell for sure, but suspected the fire-orb thrower had tried breaking through. The spell failed, as did the next few that the unknown mage hurled at her null.

Mira had an idea. If they had left for Shifar with Allison, then they could no longer use threats against her to force Mira to obey. She let her null contract to its normal size, then focused for a moment and closed her channels of power. Moments later, an orb formed only a hundred feet away, annihilating everything inside of it.

Gunthar shouted obscenities at her, pressing the tip of his blade into her neck and ordering her to reform her null. Mira refused. Gunthar broke her skin with the sword, and she resisted the urge to scream. Another orb formed, incinerating more soldiers.

“I can still contact Dredmort by mirror,” Gunthar told her. “Do as I say, or I’ll ask him to remove one of the girl’s fingers.”

Mira glared at him, but with his free hand, he pulled a small mirror out of his robes. She sighed, and was about to expand her null, but then a twister formed in the midst of Fosland’s army, hurling soldiers across the battlefield—and it was headed directly for them. Mira expanded her null only enough to protect her horse. An instant later, the tornado hit them, sending Gunthar flying.

Several more fire orbs and twisters hit their army, and nobody came to take Gunthar’s place. Mira rode forward, keeping her null only large enough to protect her mount. She figured she could ride around the battle and right into Highgate’s encampment. But several soldiers realized what she was doing and moved toward her. One of them took her horse’s reins, and a wraith came charging over to them.

But suddenly, the monster screamed. The sound ended abruptly as fire incinerated it. How had they accomplished this? The wraiths were supposed to be impervious to magic. But one by one, the rest of them went up in flames. Highgate’s mages continued inflicting mass casualties on the Foslander army until finally, one of the remaining commanders surrendered to the Highgate army.

The soldiers around Mira lost interest in her, so she resumed her course. The armies had mostly disengaged, with only isolated pockets of fighting remaining. Mira navigated her way around those, headed straight for the city’s main gates. Moments later, those gates opened, and she spotted Cyclone emerging on horseback with an escort of a dozen soldiers. Mira met them halfway.

“Princess Salerna sent us to rescue you, my lady,” the sorcerer told her. “If you’ll come with me?”

Mira rode next to her, heading to the city. “We won?”

“Yes, my lady,” Cyclone confirmed. “Once you eliminated your null, Sage and I were able to go to work. It didn’t take very long to wear them down after that.”

“What happened to the wraiths? Did you two do that?”

“No, my lady. Our magic had no effect on them.”

“Then who eliminated them?”

“I’m sorry, my lady, but we have no idea.”


Chapter 35
Departures


“Where the hell did Nyro go?” Khaldun demanded. “How was she able to do that?”

“The pyramid is a portal,” Allure told him.

“Yes, to the spirit realm,” he said, confused.

“Not only there. Nyro could have used it to go anywhere in the world.”

“Then why didn’t Syllith use it to come here?”

“She lacked the power. As do the rest of us. Only Nyro is strong enough to use it that way. Possessing Syllith’s body, she was able to project her full power into it.”

Allure stepped over to Dredmort, lying on the ground nearby. “He’s got something tucked into the void,” she told the others. Reaching out with one hand she pulled the stolen carpet out of oblivion.

“That’s our ride home,” Azure said with a grin.

Allure handed it to him, then took a knee next to the wizard. She placed her hand on his forehead, a glow emanating from her fingers. Allure got to her feet as Dredmort sat up and gasped. Taking in his surroundings, he scrambled away, trying to grab his staff. But Allure held out one hand and it went up in flames, turning to ash and blowing away on the wind.

“What is Nyro’s plan?” Allure demanded.

Dredmort scowled at her. “I’ll tell you nothing.”

“Wrong,” Allure said with a seductive smile. She held out one hand again, and the wizard’s expression went blank. Khaldun suspected she was using the same spell Dredmort had used on Allison and her conjurnor. “What is Nyro’s plan?” she asked again. “Where did she go?”

“I don’t know.”

“Did you know she was going to leave like that?”

“No.”

“What did you believe would happen here?”

“Allison was supposed to bind Nyro to become a necromancer.”

“Did you know Nyro could use the portal to go somewhere else?”

“No. I thought it was only a gateway to the spirit realm.”

Allure took a deep breath, gazing around at the others.

“How can we destroy the wraiths?” Azure asked.

“Behead them and burn the corpses to ash,” Dredmort replied.

“There’s no way to eliminate them with magic?”

“No.”

“Are they bound to you like sorcerers?” Allure asked.

“Yes.”

“Can you destroy them by invoking their true names?” she asked.

Dredmort hesitated for a moment, but said, “Yes.”

“Do it.”

“But… I…”

Allure held out both hands; Khaldun suspected she was reinforcing her spell.

“Invoke the wraiths’ true names. End them.”

Dredmort complied. One by one, he spoke the names. Azure used his mirror to communicate with Salerna. She confirmed that the wraiths were gone, and he told her what had happened with Nyro.

Allure released Dredmort from her spell. He lunged at her, but Allure called air, suspending him a few feet off the ground. The wizard remembered what she’d made him do and wanted revenge.

“You are the king of Fosland,” Allure told him with a smile. “But you have failed. Highgate has defeated your army and eliminated the rest of your mages.” Dredmort’s eyes flitted to Allison. “No, you’ve lost her, too. We reassigned her bond right before killing Henry.”

Dredmort’s face registered shock then skepticism. “You’re lying.”

“I’m not, but I don’t care if you believe me.” Turning to Allison, she said, “Would you like the honor of disposing of this one?”

Allison looked from Allure to Dredmort, but shook her head, casting her gaze down at the ground.

“Very well,” Allure said with a shrug. Calling fire, she incinerated Dredmort from within, letting his charred corpse fall. She killed Lane the same way without bothering to wake him first.

Moving to the edge of the shelf, Khaldun gazed out across the land of Pytha. When he’d visited the watchtower, it had been impossible to see the surface through the cloud cover. But now he had a clear view. He could see an abandoned city in the distance and realized that its inhabitants must have been killed when the elves established their wards all those centuries ago.

Turning toward the others, he spotted Syllith’s staff lying on the ground. As he picked it up, he found her mirror, too, and pocketed it.

“When I transformed, I had no magic until Raphael performed a rite to transfer the power from my staff to my body,” Khaldun said to Azure. “Would Syllith be powerless if Nyro left her body?”

“She’d regain her magic eventually,” Azure replied. “The rite only accelerates the process.”

Khaldun nodded and tucked Syllith’s staff into the void. He didn’t know what he’d do with it, but it felt wrong to leave it here.

Allure kneeled next to Semblant, taking one of his hands in hers and sobbing. Then she moved his body into the void. Once she’d done the same with Spring, she told the others, “At least I can make sure they get a proper burial.”

Azure nodded and said, “Let’s get back to Highgate.”

Khaldun followed Azure, Allure, Mist, and Allison through the tunnel, and back up to the temple. They continued through the building and down the front steps, then Azure removed the good carpet from the void. They each took a seat, and Azure launched them high into the sky. The other three called air to increase their speed, and they made it back to Highgate several hours later. Azure circled the plain once, and Khaldun could see that Highgate’s army was escorting the Foslander forces away from the city.

Azure set them down on the keep roof. Salerna was waiting there for them, along with Cyclone, Sage, and Mira. Getting to his feet, Khaldun embraced Mira, holding her tight for a minute. He felt tears of relief streaming down his cheeks. Releasing her, he saw that she was crying, too. They hugged again, and Mira told him about her rescue.

Salerna led them inside and they gathered in her conference room. She gave them a brief summary of the events that had transpired and told them that she’d sent the Foslanders home, instructing her own troops to escort them as far as the border to make sure they didn’t cause any more trouble. “Henry conscripted most of those men. They had no choice but to serve. There is no reason to punish them further.”

“What will happen to Fosland and its occupied territories now?” asked Khaldun.

“That’s a decision for the university to make,” Salerna said, gazing at Allure and Sage. “What will you do now?”

“We’ll have to rebuild,” Allure said with a sigh.

“It will take time, but we will do it,” Sage agreed. “Fosland’s occupied princedoms will be restored to the rightful people. Some of the rulers have survived in exile. For the rest, their heirs will take over.”

“We’ll have to install someone new in Fosland,” Allure added. “One of the princedom’s lords or ladies most likely.”

Salerna nodded. “Do we have any idea where Nyro went?”

“There’s no way to know,” Allure told her. “With her full power restored, she could have used the pyramid to go anywhere in the world.”

“I smelled the sea,” Khaldun told them. “When she opened that portal, there was an ocean breeze coming through it.”

“That narrows it down, but there are still hundreds of places she could be,” Azure pointed out.

Salerna sighed. “I’m afraid her plans will become clear sooner than we’d like.”

Khaldun and Mira went to visit Battleaxe after the meeting. She’d been sleeping when they arrived, but woke up at the sound of their voices. Battleaxe was eager to leave the infirmary, but she seemed weak. The healer told them that she should make a full recovery as long as she rested. Battleaxe wanted to know what had happened at Nyro’s temple. Khaldun started telling her, but she fell asleep before he could finish.

Salerna held a feast in the great hall that evening. Khaldun and Mira attended along with the remaining university mages. Only Allison was absent. Khaldun ate and drank with the others, celebrating their victory over Fosland. But their loss to the greater enemy hung over the gathering like a shadow. Nobody spoke of Nyro, but Khaldun knew that she was on the mind of every person in that room. And on top of that dread, Khaldun mourned all the people they’d lost. Enigma, Warhammer, Vision, Semblant, Spring, and Intuit had paid the ultimate price, not to mention thousands of soldiers. And for what? Yes, they’d defeated Fosland and killed Henry, Dredmort, and the wraiths. But ultimately, this battle had been nothing but a pointless distraction, enabling Nyro to liberate herself.

Khaldun and Mira left the feast early. They went upstairs and found Allison in her room. Her eyes were red and puffy. Mira embraced her, and Allison cried. Khaldun was worried about her. The spell Dredmort had used to control her could cause madness—and he’d used it many times.

“You’re still blaming yourself?” Khaldun asked as they each took a seat around the little table in her room. “For Nyro’s escape?”

“Not only that,” Allison said with a sniffle. “I killed people. Vision and Intuit. But others too—people in the city whose faces I never saw, and whose names I never knew.”

“But you didn’t do any of that!” Mira told her. “Dredmort did it through you, and there was no way you could have stopped him.”

Allison sobbed. “But I remember doing all of it. I tried to resist, but I wasn’t strong enough. What use is it being a sorcerer if anyone else can use me that way?”

“You’re still a new sorcerer,” Khaldun reminded her. “That gives you certain abilities that no normal mage could ever possess. But Dredmort was one of the most powerful wizards who ever lived, which enabled him to overpower you.”

They sat up late with Allison, first trying to console her, then doing everything they could to get her mind off of recent events. But Allison grew tired and wanted to go to bed. They bade her goodnight and retired to Khaldun’s room.

Khaldun and Mira stripped out of their clothes and bathed together, then went to bed and made love over and over again. Finally spent, they lay in each other’s arms.

“I’m so sorry we couldn’t rescue you sooner,” Khaldun told her. “I wanted to so desperately, but⁠—”

Mira pressed a finger to his lips. “They would have killed you. I’m glad you didn’t try it.”

“But it must have been awful for you. Being forced into service like that.”

“Allison had it much worse than I did. They couldn’t make me kill anyone—all I did was stop people from being killed magically. That’s not so bad.”

“Well, I’m glad it’s over. And you and Allison are both safe.” Khaldun took a deep breath. “What will you do now? It sounds like Allure and Sage will return to the university with the other governors and start rebuilding. Do you want to go back?”

“I don’t think so,” Mira said with a sigh. “I’ve already learned as much as I can. I’m a null; my powers are pretty limited. I was hoping to go back to Spanbrook… if that’s all right with you.”

Khaldun grinned. “Hmm… I’ll have to think about it and get back to you.” Mira poked him in the ribs. “I’m kidding, of course. I was hoping you’d return with me. And perhaps we can finally marry when we get there.”

“I would like that very much,” she replied with a smile.

They made love once more and then went to sleep.

The next morning, Khaldun and Mira went to breakfast with Allison. They discussed their plans as they ate. Allison didn’t want to return to the university, either. It would take them ages to rebuild, she pointed out. And now that she was bound to Jezebel, she wanted to return to Spanbrook.

Khaldun and Mira went to visit Azure in his workshop after breakfast. Khaldun asked him if he’d be willing to make him a new carpet.

“Sure, I can do that,” he said with a grin, “but it’ll take a few days to do it properly. What are you going to do with Mira, though? She can’t fly…”

“I was thinking about this,” said Khaldun. “Magic doesn’t work on her directly. But as long as she closes her channels of power, it does work around her. We can enclose her inside an invisibility spell, for example.

“Flying a carpet requires calling air. But the air spells aren’t operating directly on the passengers, right?”

“I see where you’re going with this,” Azure said with a nod. “The magic makes the carpet fly, but it’s the carpet holding up the people.”

“Exactly,” Khaldun agreed, grinning at Mira.

“But you still use earth spells to secure the people to the carpet,” she pointed out. “And that wouldn’t work on me. Flying without that would be extremely dangerous—one quick maneuver and I could plummet to my death.”

“But with some rope, we could tie you to the thing,” Khaldun suggested.

“Hold on,” said Mira. “Even if I agree to this, we’re going to have to test Azure’s idea first.”

“Let’s do it,” Azure said.

The three of them headed up to the keep roof. Azure unfurled the carpet they’d recovered from Dredmort, and he and Mira each took a seat. Azure lifted them only a foot into the air, but it worked. Mira could fly. But as he moved around the area, he made a sharp turn, and Mira toppled off the carpet.

Over the next few days, Azure made Khaldun a carpet with leather straps they could use to secure Mira. He included a set of harnesses and a rope they could use to physically tether Mira to Khaldun. But in the end, they decided they wanted to make the journey back to Spanbrook on the ground. They felt this would give them some time alone together before returning to the castle.

Azure returned Sage’s carpet to her, too, explaining that he was making himself a new one. Khaldun and Sage made a couple of trips to ferry the mages back to the university. Khaldun offered to help transport the students back from Arthos, but Allure and Sage told him that would have to wait. They wanted to have the dormitory buildings rebuilt first.

Khaldun bade them farewell, and was about to take off again, but Allure pulled him aside.

“I wanted to tell you I’m sorry about everything that happened with Syllith,” she told him. “I’ve had some time to consider it and I don’t believe she was acting of her own free will. Nyro must have found some way to control her. Perhaps it was through the artifact, after all.”

“I believe so, too,” Khaldun said with a sigh. “But it couldn’t have been the artifact. I experienced the force of Nyro’s will through that thing firsthand, and although it was incredibly difficult to resist, thought was the only thing she could project. But Syllith did tell me that Nyro hit her with a bolt of energy the first time she visited the Temple of the Goddess. I believe Nyro must have used that to take control somehow.”

“That would make more sense,” Allure agreed.

“I’m surprised you weren’t able to detect anything when you probed her mind at the Black Dragon.”

“Unfortunately, my mind reading abilities are limited in scope,” Allure reminded him. “I can sense what drives a person, and their magical potential, but not much beyond that.”

“What made you change your mind?” he asked. “I know you were suspicious of Syllith all along.”

“Enigma,” she said, a tear slipping down her cheek. “Syllith and I never got along well, but I know how much she loved him. That much I could sense. And there’s no way she could have done that to him. It had to be Nyro.”

Khaldun thought back to the poison Syllith had always kept on hand, and knew she had to be right. He opened his mouth to reply, but found that he couldn’t get the words out. His eyes welled up with tears. Allure gave him a sultry smile, stroking his cheek with one hand.

“I’m sorry, too,” he said finally. “For suspecting you, and… about Semblant.”

Allure hesitated for a moment, then said, “Thank you.” Khaldun had a feeling she’d been about to say something else, but then thought better of it.

“I wanted to ask you about Allison,” he said.

“What about her?”

“That spell Dredmort used to control her could make her go mad. Is there anything we can do to reverse its effects?”

Allure shook her head. “She’s a sorcerer. Those spells don’t affect us that way. Something about the metamorphosis fortifies our minds against that kind of damage.”

Khaldun sighed with relief. “Thank you.”

“We’ll see you soon, sorcerer,” she said with a wink before walking back to the others.

Khaldun flew Allison to Spanbrook the next day. He’d used his mirror to let Jezebel know when they’d be arriving, and they found her waiting in the courtyard. Jezebel ran over to them the moment the carpet touched down, gathering Allison in her arms and crying tears of joy. Allison returned her embrace, then kissed her passionately. Witnessing their reunion caused Khaldun’s heart to swell, and he found himself tearing up, too. Prior to the events of recent days, this was an event he never thought he’d witness.

Khaldun stayed the night in Spanbrook, and then returned to Highgate. After dinner that evening, Salerna summoned Khaldun and Mira to her conference room. They arrived to find the princess sitting at the head of the table, Azure to her right. She invited Khaldun and Mira to take the two seats to her left.

“I understand the two of you will be departing for Spanbrook in the morning,” she said once they’d sat down. “And I wanted to give you a message to take to Princess Jezebel.”

“We’ve still got our mirrors,” Khaldun told her, reaching into his pocket. “I’m sure she’d be happy to speak to you directly, if you’d like.”

“No, no,” said Salerna, “it’s nothing so urgent. But you and I both know that we haven’t seen the last of Nyro and her Sacred Circle. We have no way of knowing precisely what she’s planning, but I have no doubt it will involve reestablishing her empire.

“I have already held discussions with Sage and Allure, and we have agreed to form an alliance to resist Nyro when the time comes. With three sorcerers in its service, Spanbrook is poised to reclaim its status as the greatest power in northern Dorshire. And I understand that Princess Jezebel has taken steps to collaborate with her neighbors and hire the Eagle Company to help raise and train an army.”

“How do you know about that?” Khaldun asked with a grin. “Is the looking glass working again?”

“Alas, no,” she said, returning his smile. “Syllith told me about it in the days leading up to the battle here. But we would ask you to extend an invitation to Princess Jezebel to join our alliance.”

“Of course,” Khaldun replied. “I have no doubt she’ll accept.”

“Excellent. I’m sure we can count on Augustine and Stoutwall to join us as well,” said Salerna. “I will be sending Azure to Okset and Horn to try and establish relations there, as well. And I’d like to suggest that Princess Jezebel reach out to Keepstone and the Bastion. The more princedoms we can rally together, the better our chances will be against Nyro.”

“I will deliver the message to Her Highness,” Khaldun agreed. “But where are Okset and Horn?”

“Shifar,” Mira told him. “Okset was the capital of the ancient kingdom. Your Highness, what about Hido? It might help to bring them into the fold as well.”

“Yes,” Salerna said with a sigh. “It is our understanding that the city has fallen into corruption, but we will make an attempt.”

“Hido?” Khaldun asked with a grin.

“The ancient capital of Kong,” Mira replied.

“Jezebel and I met a ship’s captain who told us that pirates rule the sea around Kong, and that gangs had overrun the cities,” Khaldun told them.

“We have heard such reports as well,” Salerna replied.

“It might also be helpful to find the dragon lords,” Mira suggested. “I’d never heard of the beasts being used in battle before, but they were quite effective.”

“I know where they are,” said Azure.

Salerna nodded. “Very well. We will approach them as well. Please, let us know Princess Jezebel’s response. We look forward to working with her.”

The following morning, Khaldun set out on horseback with Mira. They rode through Stoutwall and crossed the Torsa, then made their way north through Dorshire. They took their time, staying up every night to gaze at the stars and make love and rising late every morning.

But finally, one sunny afternoon, Spanbrook came into view, the castle’s towers rising high above the town. Khaldun has used his mirror to let Jezebel know to expect their arrival that day. But he hadn’t expected the hero’s welcome she provided. The whole town greeted them as they rode up the main road, and all the castle’s inhabitants came out to welcome them.

Jezebel held a feast in the great hall that evening to honor Allison, Khaldun, and Mira for the contributions they’d made to Henry’s downfall. After dinner, she announced that she and Allison would be marrying in two weeks’ time. Khaldun held his breath for a moment, wondering how people would react. But the whole room erupted in cheers, the people getting to their feet and drinking to their princesses’ health.


Chapter 36
Nightmare


Khaldun stood on his tower’s roof, gazing out across the courtyard and Spanbrook Town beyond, awash in the moonlight. It wasn’t too late, but he found himself growing sleepy. Jezebel was next to him, leaning on a crenellation.

It had already been a month since his return to the castle with Mira, but so much had happened that they were still taking time to digest it all. Jezebel visited him in his tower daily to discuss the events that had taken place and to plan for their future.

Jezebel and Allison had had their wedding in the courtyard. The town’s citizens had turned up in droves to witness the ceremony. All of the princess’s vassals had attended, and each of the neighboring princedoms had sent representatives—except Wayland, of course.

Elijah had refused to perform the ceremony, insisting that two women marrying violated the “natural law” established by the one true God. So, Camilla took his place. Jezebel and Allison hadn’t minded; there was a long tradition of mages conducting weddings that predated Unitarianism by many centuries.

Allison and Jezebel had both looked beautiful in their wedding gowns. Jezebel told Khaldun that the scene precisely matched the vision she’d seen in the looking glass. So far, all but one of the events she’d foreseen had come to pass.

Khaldun and Mira were married a week later. They’d discussed it at length, and decided that they wanted a private ceremony. Allison knew a charming little spot deep in the forest north of town where a waterfall spilled into a lake. So, the princesses had trekked out there along with Khaldun, Mira, and Camilla, and the witch had performed the ceremony for them.

Before leaving Highgate, Khaldun had made sure to link his mirror to Allure’s, Sage’s, and Azure’s, so they were able to stay in contact with both the university and Highgate. Since then, Sage had expressed concern that Spanbrook now harbored three sorcerers. But Allison and Khaldun were both bound to Jezebel, and Mira couldn’t be bound and was now married to Khaldun, so while the remaining governors didn’t approve of the arrangement, neither did they plan on forcing the issue. Sage hinted that Allure had been very influential in their decision to let it be.

After everything Khaldun had seen in the conflict with Fosland, he could understand their concern. But Jezebel was no Henry, so he knew they had nothing to worry about.

Jezebel’s messenger had finally returned after finding the Eagle Company in southern Maeda. Their captain had expressed interest in taking on a contract with Spanbrook and its neighboring princedoms, so Khaldun would be flying there soon with Badrick to negotiate terms.

And as Khaldun had expected, Jezebel enthusiastically accepted Salerna’s invitation to join the alliance preparing to resist Nyro. Salerna had enlisted Stoutwall, and sent Azure to open a dialog with the rulers in Okset and Horn. They hadn’t contacted Hido or the dragon riders yet, but that was next. And Khaldun and Badrick would be making stops at Keepstone and the Bastion on the return trip from their meeting with the Eagle Company.

Jezebel had big plans for the region, and the mercenaries would have a large role to play, in the beginning at least. There had been no whisper of news about Nyro or her plans, but Jezebel and Khaldun felt certain they hadn’t seen the last of her. And Jezebel wanted to be ready for the necromancer’s eventual return. Ultimately, she hoped to reestablish the old kingdom, but through diplomacy instead of conquest. They had established a mutual defense treaty with their neighbors and agreed to hire the Eagle Company collectively. They would use them to train a standing army that would defend the entire group. Jezebel hoped this could lead to greater unity in the future and plant the seeds for a new kingdom.

“Looking back, it seems like Henry was nothing but a pawn all along,” Jezebel commented. “It’s as if he was a puppet and Nyro was pulling his strings. I wonder how much control she had over his actions.”

“It’s hard to know,” Khaldun replied. “They were in direct contact once Dredmort obtained the first pyramid. But it wouldn’t surprise me if Nyro had found ways to influence him and Henry long before that.”

Jezebel nodded, and they were quiet for a minute. “What exactly happened with Syllith?” she asked. “I know you’ve told me, but I can’t recall. Did she bind Nyro in the end?”

“I don’t think so,” said Khaldun. “I believe Nyro possessed her. She probably needed a body to create the portal.”

“A sorcerer’s body,” Jezebel added.

“Yes,” Khaldun agreed. “That was the only way she could channel her full power into our world.”

“I wonder how much awareness Syllith has of her situation,” she said. “She must be suffering knowing what Nyro made her do.”

“I don’t know,” Khaldun said with a shrug. “I miss her. But I fear Nyro will kill her once she outlives her usefulness. Wherever they might be.”

They were silent for a few more minutes. Finally, Jezebel stretched and yawned and said, “Well, I think it’s time for bed.”

The two of them returned to the keep, arm in arm, and Jezebel walked him up to his chambers. They said goodnight, and she kissed him on the cheek before heading up the corridor to the master suite.

Inside, Khaldun found Mira and Allison sitting on the window seat together, laughing hysterically. He also spotted several empty bottles of mead nearby. Though they’d been kept apart for most of it, the ordeal they’d each endured in captivity had forged a strong bond between the two, and since Mira’s return, they’d been spending a lot of time together. Khaldun was glad they had each other. The two of them finally calmed down enough to notice Khaldun standing there.

“What’s so funny?” he asked with a grin, finding their laughter contagious. Mira tried to reply, but then slipped into another fit of giggles.

“Where’s my wife?” Allison demanded, a hiccough belying her suddenly-serious tone.

“I believe she’s retired for the evening, Your Highness,” he told her.

Allison snorted. “I’m not a highness anymore. I believe you require some mead.” She uncorked a bottle and handed it to him.

“Ah, but you are again, now that you’re married,” he said, taking a swig. He sat down next to Mira, putting one arm around her midsection. She turned and kissed him.

They stayed up drinking and chatting and laughing, but finally it grew quite late, and Allison decided to go to bed. She bade them goodnight, but stopped at the door and said, “Thank you, Khaldun.”

“For what, Your Highness?”

“For saving me. Again.”

Khaldun nodded, and Allison left their chambers.

“Thank you for saving me, too,” Mira said, kissing him.

“I didn’t, though,” he replied, confused.

“Of course, you did,” she insisted. “You brought me here and married me. Now, after all this time, my life is finally my own.”

“Fair enough,” he said, kissing her back.

They disrobed, blew out the oil lamps, and went to bed. Mira lay in Khaldun’s arms, and he started dozing off almost immediately.

“Allison’s still having nightmares,” Mira told him.

“Huh?” Khaldun said, starting awake.

“Mostly they’re about the demon that haunted her here in Spanbrook. But now she also dreams about our captivity in the Darkhold. And Dredmort forcing her to kill people. But she had a nightmare about Highgate, too.”

“About Highgate?” Khaldun repeated.

“Yes. She saw the city ablaze, and the crystal tower toppling over. Do you think that could have been a prophetic vision?”

Khaldun took a deep breath. “It very well might have been. Jezebel saw the same thing in the looking glass—as did Salerna.”

Mira shivered. “That may be a fate we can’t escape.”

“Perhaps. But at least we’ll face it together.”


Epilogue


Allure walked with Sage, surveying the buildings of the university’s central quad. Some of the cottages had survived the battle, so the remaining mages were living in those while the workers rebuilt the major structures. They’d finished the new roofs on the quad, and were now restoring the interiors. After that, they’d get to work on new mansions for the governors.

“I was thinking that we should invite Battleaxe and her conjurnor to join the council,” said Sage. “The board of governors didn’t always consist of twelve mages, but it’s never had fewer than six before this. Battleaxe has served for many years with distinction and loyalty, particularly in the recent conflict. Adding them will get us back up to six.”

“I agree,” Allure said without hesitation. “How would you feel about adding Cyclone, Mist, and their conjurnors, too?”

“Are you serious?” asked Sage, looking at her askance. “Here I was, thinking you’d object to Battleaxe. I never thought you’d agree to the others.”

“I have nothing against them,” Allure said with a shrug. “On the contrary, I think they’ve earned it. But perhaps we can bring our number back up to twelve.”

“How? Cyclone and Mist are the only other sorcerers we have.”

“That’s not quite true,” Allure replied, shooting Sage a grin. “Come with me.”

Allure led her past the rear corner of the quad to the seven-sided tower.

“Am I finally about to learn the purpose of this structure, after all these years?” Sage asked.

Allure made no reply. Lifting her arms to her sides, she spoke an incantation, then said, “Enter.”

Sage gazed at her for a moment, one eyebrow raised, then walked through the building’s brick wall. Allure followed her inside. Endless darkness extended in every direction, and only the stone floor was visible. Lying there was a naked body, emitting a faint, golden glow.

“You told me he was dead,” Sage said, taking in their surroundings.

“He was,” Allure confirmed. “But I was able to take steps to preserve him before it was too late.”

“You brought him back from the dead?”

“I did not,” Allure replied, locking eyes with her.

“Then I don’t understand,” said Sage. “He’s breathing. That would seem to imply that he’s alive…”

“There’s someone I’d like you to meet,” Allure said, taking Sage’s hand in hers.

Sage held her gaze for a moment longer, then looked around in confusion. But then a golden spark appeared, flitting toward them and growing, finally taking human shape. No features were visible, only the glowing outline of a female form.

“Shadow?” said Sage, a quaver in her voice.

There was a sound of tinkling bells, and the being said, “Welcome, Sage. It’s a pleasure to finally meet you. We have much to discuss.”

To be continued…


Sorceress


Chapter 1
Developments


Mira sat in the library with the twins, Leda and Alanna. Though her official position was court mage, Jezebel had entrusted her daughters’ education to her as well—their book learning, at least. Khaldun taught them magic, and Allison trained them in combat.

Mira could hardly believe the girls were fourteen already—only a couple of years younger than their mother had been when she ascended to the throne. They’d celebrated their birthday only a few weeks earlier. Leda resembled Allison, with her slender figure and long, flaxen locks. Mira hadn’t met Allison before her transformation, but Khaldun told her that Leda’s fair complexion matched the princess’s as well. Alanna was the spitting image of her mother, with her stouter build and dark, curly hair.

“There are no elves in Anoria, are there?” Alanna asked.

“No,” Mira confirmed. “They have not been seen here in almost nine hundred years.”

“Since Nyro’s downfall,” Leda said.

“Yes, that’s correct,” Mira said with a nod. “It is said there’s another continent on the other side of the world, and that’s where the elves reside.”

“How did they defeat Nyro?” Alanna asked. “I thought she was the most powerful mage who ever lived.”

“That’s true,” Mira agreed. “And not much is known about that battle. As the chief mage, Nyro had helped her predecessor conquer almost all of Anoria, and as empress, she ruled with an iron fist for three centuries. But eventually, the lords of every great house united to overthrow her. History tells us only that they had help from the elves, but next to nothing is known about how that came about or the methods used to imprison Nyro and her Sacred Circle.”

“But it had to be magic,” Alanna said, fiddling with her wand. “Khaldun told us that all the elves are mages.”

In the years since Prince Henry’s demise and Nyro’s liberation, Khaldun had continued Syllith’s research, traveling throughout Dorshire and Maeda and scouring every princedom’s libraries for information about the Pythan Empire, the elves, and the final battle with Nyro. His study of the elves, in particular, had become something of an obsession. “That’s not exactly right,” Mira told her. “All elves can call the four basic forces—earth, air, fire, and water.”

“Without a wand or staff, right?” said Leda. “They can call magic with their bodies, just like human sorcerers.”

“That’s right,” said Mira. “But their mages are the only ones who can call the magical force.”

“So, most elves can’t make themselves invisible, or cast illusions?” asked Leda.

“Or imbue physical objects with magical properties,” said Alanna. “Or detect static spells.”

“Do the elves have necromancers?” Leda asked.

“That’s an excellent question,” Mira said. “And we don’t know one way or the other. The references we’ve found to elvish mages indicate only that they can wield the magical force. But whether they have sorcerers or necromancers, we can’t say.”

Human sorcerers were different from normal wizards and witches. They underwent a physical transformation, typically between puberty and young adulthood, that turned their skin golden and opened their channels of power, enabling them to practice magic without an instrument.

Becoming a sorcerer was not a choice. Only those who had inherited magic from both parents could become one, though most never did. It was not known what caused some people to undergo the metamorphosis, but Allure, one of the university governors—and a sorcerer—could tell if a mage had the transformation in them.

Any sorcerer could become a necromancer by binding a demon. But only a few of them possessed the spells necessary to complete the rite. It was a closely guarded secret, and since Nyro’s downfall, only one sorcerer had attempted it: Myrddin. He’d been Spanbrook’s chief mage prior to Princess Jezebel’s ascension.

Her Highness had brought the girls to Allure several years ago, when Alanna exhibited her first signs of magic. Jezebel had gone to great lengths to ensure the princedom stayed in her family, and feared that one or both girls might become a sorcerer, making them ineligible to rule. But Allure told her they were too young. She confirmed that Alanna had inherited magic from both parents—much to Jezebel’s chagrin. She’d been careful to choose mates with no known history of magic in their families. But Allure couldn’t yet tell if she had the transformation in her.

Allure determined that Leda had received magic from only one parent, meaning the girls had different fathers. This was extremely rare for twins, but Jezebel had taken several different men to bed in a short time frame in her attempt to produce an heir. Leda could never become a sorcerer.

Jezebel had always wanted more children, and had tried getting pregnant many times with several different men over the years, but had never been able to conceive after the twins. Mira knew how much this worried her, but she never showed it.

“What were they like?” Alanna asked.

“The elves?” said Mira; the girl nodded. “It’s tough to say for sure—no one alive today has ever seen one. And records are scant.”

“Khaldun told us that the university purged the libraries of every book or scroll they could find pertaining to Nyro or necromancy,” said Leda. “But I don’t understand why they included historical texts.”

Mira sighed. “Fear can be a powerful motivator. Nyro was the worst kind of tyrant, enslaving the masses and murdering people for sport. Her reign lasted far longer than the lives of her subjects, so Anoria’s entire population had known nothing else. The governors wanted to eliminate any possibility of another mage following in Nyro’s footsteps. But there’s no denying they became overzealous.”

“We must have some information about them, though,” said Alanna. “Otherwise how would we know they overthrew Nyro?”

“Khaldun has found a few texts that mention them,” Mira said. “One historian described them as tall and muscular, reaching seven to eight feet in height, with ebony skin, pointy ears, and green eyes. He said their beauty surpassed that of any human he’d ever seen. Another account tells us that their civilization and culture exceeded Anoria’s in every way. They possessed weapons and ships far more advanced than ours, and their knowledge of mathematics and engineering eclipsed that of our greatest scholars. Their streets were said to be paved in gold, and their cities’ buildings reported to reach the sky.”

“The Shifari are tall and dark-skinned,” Leda observed. “Are they related to the elves?”

“Another excellent question,” Mira said, sitting back in her chair. “We don’t know. But that is what the stories suggest.”

“Stories?” Alanna asked skeptically. “Like the ones grandfather’s nursemaid used to tell him?”

“Yes, exactly,” Mira said with a chuckle. “Khaldun has been unable to find any historical record conforming this. But according to oral tradition, the first Shifari came here from the elven continent. They found my people occupying Pytha, so continued across the Anthars to the land we know as Shifar. It was mostly lush rainforest, and unpopulated. So they settled there, and established their kingdom.”

“But they can’t be elves,” said Leda. “Not all of them can do magic.”

“Of course, they’re not elves,” Alanna said, rolling her eyes. “They don’t have pointy ears or green eyes, either, do they? Just because they’re not light-skinned northerners doesn’t mean they’re elvish.”

“Oh, they’re human, there’s no question about that,” said Mira. “And it’s unknown what their relationship to the elves might be. But the stories also say they brought magic to Anoria. The people in Pytha had established permanent settlements and developed trade and agriculture, but those living in modern-day Kong, Maeda, and Dorshire were nomadic hunters and gatherers. It is said the Shifari were responsible for introducing agriculture and modern construction techniques to those populations.”

“They could have taught them how to farm and build cities, but not how to do magic,” Leda said. “Unless they already had it in their blood.”

“Quite right,” Mira agreed. “But over time, many Shifari ended up mating with the natives from the other areas of the continent.”

“So, does that mean that anyone with magic has Shifari blood in them?” Alanna asked.

“Yes, if the stories are true. But keep in mind, all of this must have happened thousands of years ago. By the time of the Pythan Empire, the five kingdoms had existed for as long as anyone could remember. Bloodlines have mixed so much over all those years that it would be impossible to trace specific connections at this point.”

“I wish I’d been born an elf,” Leda said wistfully. “Then I could do magic without a wand.”

“And you wouldn’t be so freakishly pale,” Alanna said.

“Excuse me, ladies,” a voice said from behind Mira before Leda could retort. Turning in her seat, she found Emma standing there, leaning on her staff and smiling at them. Her Highness’s younger sister had moved into the castle several years ago, and taken over as steward after Oswald’s untimely passing. She’d also become a witch, and been reinstated in Jezebel’s line of succession once she’d come of age. “I’m afraid the lesson’s over for today. Princess Jezebel has asked me to convene the privy council.”

“Aw, must she always interrupt just as our discussion is getting interesting?” Leda complained.

“Our discussions are always interesting,” Alanna said, getting to her feet. “But I still don’t understand why we’re not allowed to attend the council meetings yet. We’re nearly the same age mother was when she became princess.”

“Be thankful circumstances have not forced you into adulthood ahead of your time,” Emma said. “Enjoy your youth while you still can.”

“Yeah, yeah, I know,” Alanna muttered. “Mother had to travel the continent at a young age uphill both ways in the snow to find a great sorcerer—we’ve heard this story a thousand times.”

The girls collected their books and wands from the table, and headed out of the library toward the living quarters. Mira and Emma went the other way, crossing the atrium. This area was open all the way to the ceiling, four stories up, and hosted numerous long tables with oil lamps for nighttime study. The library’s wings extended to either side, all four levels packed with bookshelves, filled from floor to ceiling with tomes both ancient and modern. The library occupied the very heart of the new castle’s keep.

Princess Jezebel had long wanted to upgrade Spanbrook’s defenses. Everyone here believed Nyro would return in force, and the princess had done everything in her power to prepare for that day. Her earliest efforts had involved repairing and expanding the city’s outer wall to include the newer structures. She’d begun considering plans for improving the old castle’s fortifications, but the city center was packed so densely that any expansion would have been difficult and expensive. It would have involved tearing down nearby buildings, and thus displacing many of the city’s wealthiest, most powerful families.

In the end, though, none of this proved to be necessary. An enormous diamond deposit had been discovered in the hills outside the city, on land the princess already owned. Over the years, this had made Spanbrook one of the richest princedoms in Dorshire, and provided the funds to build a new castle.

Castle Barclay was located just south of the city, and they had modeled it after Castle Stoutwall. Its outer walls were twenty feet thick and rose over forty feet high. It sat in the center of a lake, providing a natural moat that had been dredged to a depth of more than thirty feet. The only way in from land involved crossing the bridge to a small island in the middle of the lake, and then the forty-foot drawbridge to the castle. Inside that were two sets of heavy gates, constructed of multiple layers of hardwood reinforced with iron plates. Twenty feet beyond the gates were the inner walls, also forty feet high and twenty feet thick, and another set of gates.

They kept the moat stocked with demon fish, a venomous breed with razor-sharp teeth. Its poison could kill a full-grown man within five minutes. Khaldun kept a supply of antidote in his chambers in case anyone not invading the castle suffered the misfortune of falling into the moat.

As with all castles, there were hidden escape tunnels built into the structure, but only the members of the privy council knew where to find these. And only Khaldun, Jezebel, and Allison knew about all of them. They connected to a network of tunnels beneath the city that ultimately led to various locations beyond the outer walls.

Construction had taken the better part of a decade. Though they’d moved into the castle a couple of years ago, it still felt brand new to Mira. The interior felt like a maze with its expanse of corridors and chambers, and she still got lost on the way to her chambers occasionally.

Though they’d been unable to confirm this, Mira believed Castle Barclay was now the largest single building in Anoria. Others were taller, some by quite a lot. But in terms of square footage, none surpassed it. Unlike some other rulers who had come to possess great wealth, Jezebel wasn’t shy about flaunting it. Of course, the princedom had the military and thaumaturgic might to protect it.

“It sounds like Khaldun’s obsession might be rubbing off on my nieces,” Emma observed with a knowing grin.

“Oh, with the elves?” Mira said. “Yes, that may be. But their thirst for any knowledge rivals my own at their age, and that’s saying something.”

“Good. We wouldn’t want any dolts in the family.”

Leaving the keep, they found Allison in the courtyard, training with Imani. Badrick had passed away several years earlier, and Jezebel had promoted Imani to master-at-arms. The Shifari had arrived with the Eagle Company, but frequently clashed with its captain. He’d wanted to have her transferred to the dungeons, but her military acumen was too valuable to waste.

Mira and Emma stopped to watch for a few minutes. Allison had always been a natural fighter, but Imani had brought her skills to a whole new level. At just over seven feet tall, she towered over the princess, and wearing full plate, she looked like she could squash Allison in her skin-tight, black leather. But Mira knew the princess had been working spells on the material for years; it could turn a blade better than any metal. She had a matching hood and facemask, but never wore those in practice.

An iridescent sheen covered both Imani’s plate and Allison’s leather. This was an aftereffect of the spell Khaldun had placed on them—and the armor of every knight in their army as well as every soldier’s chain mail—to protect against magic. He and Jezebel had encountered dwarves wearing armor with the same enchantment on their way through the Anthar Mountains, and he’d learned the spell soon after. It had no effect on the magical force, so it couldn’t remove invisibility, or cancel an illusion. But it would protect their people from the four basic forces, and those were the ones most commonly used in battle.

As Mira watched, Imani swung at the princess with her giant two-handed sword. Allison wielded two longswords; she parried with one and sliced at her with the other. Imani darted out of range before lunging in to stab her in the chest.

Allison sidestepped. Suddenly, one of her blades disappeared, a dagger taking its place an instant later. Among her many talents, the princess had mastered void magic, enabling her to move weapons into or out of oblivion very quickly. She stepped in, pinning Imani’s arms with one elbow and sticking the knife into the gap between her chest plate and helmet. “Yield!”

Imani chuckled. Freeing one arm, she pinned Allison’s knife arm to her chest, pulling the dagger away from her throat. Lifting the princess off her feet with her sword arm, she hurled her away from her. Allison went horizontal, spinning in midair, her ponytail whipping around her, before landing on her feet as Imani charged with an overhead blow. She deflected her blade with her sword, stepping behind her and jumping on her back, wrapping her legs around her torso. Her sword vanished; she used that hand to pull Imani’s head back, slipping the knife through the gap in her neck again. “Yield!” Allison shouted once more.

Imani struggled mightily, trying to throw Allison off of her, but the princess held on. Finally, she collapsed on her hands and knees, dropping her sword and laughing.

“Yield, you crazy bitch!” Allison yelled. “You’d be dead three times by now!”

“All right, Princess. I yield.”

As the ruling monarch’s wife, the title was hers, even if “princess consort” was more accurate, but Jezebel and Allison both eschewed their honorifics as much as possible. While most of the staff derived amusement from Jezebel’s grimaces when addressed with them, Allison’s threats of physical violence engendered only fear. Nobody called her “princess” to her face. Except Imani.

The two had had a short but torrid love affair soon after Imani’s arrival. Due to the necessity of taking men to bed to make babies, Jezebel had always insisted on allowing Allison the freedom to take other lovers, too. Yet Allison had never shown any inclination to do so before Imani—or since. And despite having Jezebel’s consent, Allison had felt horribly guilty afterward. While Jezebel’s trysts had been borne of pragmatism, Allison’s were the result of unbridled passion.

“Do not address me that way!” Allison said, getting off of Imani’s back and trying to push her over.

Imani only chuckled, getting to her feet and removing her helmet, revealing her short, black hair. Spotting Mira and Emma, she smiled, taking Mira’s breath away. Imani was the most beautiful woman she’d ever seen. She wasn’t normally attracted to females, but there was something about Imani that never failed to arouse her. The effect was similar to being in Allure’s presence, only not quite as strong, and Imani was no mage.

“Allison, Lord Commander,” said Emma, “Her Highness has requested your presence in her council chambers.”

“I wish she’d refrain from these surprise meetings,” Allison said. “It would be nice to bathe first.”

“Don’t worry, Princess, I can smell only your perfume,” Imani told her. Allison glared at her. “Boy!” she added, summoning her squire. Tomas hurried over; Mira hadn’t noticed him standing by the armory. He helped her out of her armor, and handed her a change of clothes, blushing as she stripped out of her undergarments. Having no qualms about public nudity was one of the woman’s many peculiarities.

Allison didn’t bother changing; her leather suit was much more comfortable than Imani’s plate. Mira accompanied the women into the castle. The building’s front section included the great hall, throne room, and administrative offices. They climbed the stairs to the council chambers, located above the offices. Jezebel, Khaldun, Camilla, Gregor, and the delegates were already here.

Camilla’s twin sister, Gemma, had gone missing many years ago, not long after Fosland’s defeat. She’d gone out to the market and never returned. Khaldun had gone looking for her, but she’d vanished without a trace. Camilla hadn’t been the same since. Mira hadn’t known her well prior to Gemma’s disappearance, but knew from others that she’d become quiet and withdrawn.

The university had assigned Gregor to Spanbrook to replace Gemma. He’d been a young wizard, having graduated only a few years earlier. Camilla had taken him under her wing during his first few years, continuing his education. His confidence had grown over the years, and he’d become an indispensable part of the princess’s staff.

After the conflict with Henry, Spanbrook had formed a consortium with five of the six bordering princedoms. Only Wayland had refused to join. Initially, the group had hired the Eagle Company collectively. Spanbrook had raised a standing army of ten thousand, and each of the other member princedoms had established a military force as well, though none as large as Spanbrook’s. Officers from the Eagle Company had trained them all.

But the Eagle Company didn’t come cheap, and some of the other monarchs had balked at extending their contract when the time came. They had their armies, so they no longer felt the mercenary unit was necessary. That was soon after the discovery of diamonds in Spanbrook, so Jezebel had decided to rehire the company on her own. They served as the army’s elite guard, and had added the best of Spanbrook’s soldiers to their ranks, swelling their number to over six hundred.

A few years later, Prince Reuben’s son assassinated him and claimed Wayland’s throne for his own. He’d petitioned to join the consortium and apologized for his father’s actions against Spanbrook. The rest of the rulers welcomed Wayland into the fold.

Not long after that, they’d received word that Keepstone, the capital of the old kingdom, had annexed a few neighboring princedoms. Fearing the rise of a new warlord, the consortium’s rulers had voted unanimously to consolidate, creating a single, unified princedom, with Princess Jezebel as its ruler. With Spanbrook’s three sorcerers, military might, and economic prowess, it only made sense for her to be the leader. Each of the other sovereigns retained control of their respective territories as provinces of the larger whole, and sent delegates to serve in Jezebel’s court for four-year terms. The delegates and their families lived in the old castle.

The others wanted to declare Jezebel the “high princess,” but after Henry’s reign, the term had left a bad taste in her mouth. She’d insisted on keeping the title of “princess.” And in the end, their fears had proven to be unfounded. After sending an envoy to Keepstone, they’d learned that Prince Leto had formed a union with several of his neighbors, similar to their own consortium. The envoy had found no evidence of aggression against the surrounding princedoms.

Jezebel got to her feet as Mira and the others entered the chambers. Allison strode across the room to her, embracing her and kissing her deeply. Though their comfort with public displays of affection offended some, Mira had to smile. Their passion for each other had only grown over the years.

Jezebel retook her seat at the head of the table, Allison to her right. As Spanbrook’s chief mage, Khaldun always sat to her left. This also kept him across the table from Imani, which he’d told Mira was a good thing, as close proximity to her distracted him. Emma sat down next to Khaldun, and Imani left one chair empty next to Allison, taking the next one. Mira sat down next to Imani; she didn’t mind the distraction. Invariably, her lovemaking sessions with Khaldun were more intense after spending some time next to this woman.

Camilla and the delegates had taken the remaining seats. Moments later, Captain Amari of the Eagle Company arrived, taking the seat Imani had left for him. Amari was short for a Shifari, rising only to a little over six feet. His head was shaved clean, he wore an eye-patch over his left eye, and there was a scar running down the right side of his face.

“Good morning, everyone,” Jezebel said, smiling around at them, “and thank you for joining us on such short notice. We’ve had strange reports from Rockport that I wanted to bring to your attention. Emma?”

One of Jezebel’s early initiatives as princess had been to improve communication between Spanbrook and the other powers in Dorshire and Maeda. There had been no sign of Nyro anywhere on the continent since her liberation, but if she were to show up, Jezebel wanted to know about it right away. Toward this aim, she had sent Khaldun to deliver mirrors to all the major cities that they could use to contact each other. Such arrangements had already been put in place with the university, Highgate, and Stoutwall. Keepstone and the Bastion had refused, their rulers distrustful of magic and unwilling to believe that Nyro had survived so many centuries in any form. Salerna had tried establishing ties with Okset and Horn in Shifar with much the same result. But most of the others had agreed. Managing these communications had become one of Emma’s many duties.

Khaldun’s mirror was tied in to all of the others as well, as were Allison’s and Mira’s. They’d discovered long ago that Mira could use a mirror to communicate, as long as her channels of power were closed. It took magic to show the other person’s image in the mirror, but not to see that image. That was why non-mages could use mirrors this way, too.

Mira had worried that one of the others could use their mirror to eavesdrop on their conversations, but it didn’t work that way. A mirror could be used to communicate with only one other at a time, and there was no way to override or tap into an active connection.

“Princess Jelena’s steward told me that several of their people have seen unusual beings moving through the forest outside the city,” Emma said. “The crew of one of their merchant ships spotted two of them from the sea, walking along the shore. And then a farmer saw one moving through his fields. He gave chase, but the being disappeared in the trees before he could get a closer look.”

“What kind of ‘being’, exactly?” said Khaldun.

“Tall ones—at least seven feet—with ebony skin and lean, muscular bodies,” Emma said with a knowing grin. “The farmer got a closer look, and he says the one he saw had green eyes and pointy ears.”

“Elves?” Khaldun said, sitting up straight. “There are elves in Rockport? What are they doing there?” Mira had to stifle a giggle; she knew how eager he was to meet an elf.

“They don’t know,” Emma said with a shrug.

“Jelena would like us to send someone to investigate,” Jezebel said. “Given our sorcerers’ ability to detect magic, she figures one of them would be best suited to tracking these beings down, and I agree. All elves possess magic, don’t they?”

“I’ll go,” Khaldun said. “I can leave immediately.”

“I’m sending Allison,” Jezebel said. Shortly after Fosland’s defeat, Azure had made flying carpets for Dorshire and Maeda’s remaining sorcerers. In fact, he’d made extra, so most of them had a spare they kept with them at all times, tucked into the void in case of an emergency. Allison had been reluctant to try it at first, but over time, had become as good a flyer as Khaldun.

Khaldun oozed disappointment, but didn’t object.

“Your Highness, I should accompany Princess Allison,” said Imani. “We have no way to know if these invaders are friendly or not.”

“I’m pretty sure I can handle this myself,” Allison said, producing a dagger out of thin air and cleaning her nails. “You just want to go for a carpet ride.”

“I agree with Imani,” said Jezebel. “No one here doubts your fighting prowess, but this could be dangerous. A prelude to an invasion, perhaps. Imani will go with you.”

Allison nodded, tucking the weapon back into the void.

“Prelude to an invasion?” Khaldun repeated with a frown. “Do you truly think so? The elves were the ones who defeated Nyro before leaving Anoria in peace. We have no evidence that they’ve become hostile toward us.”

“Nor do we have any evidence to the contrary,” Imani said. “It’s been centuries since we’ve had any contact with them. We have no way of knowing what their intentions might be.”

“And it’s been a decade and a half since Nyro’s escape,” Jezebel said. “What has she been doing all this time? Where has she been? She told you she’s planning on establishing a new empire; perhaps she’s enlisted the elves’ help.”

Mira didn’t want to believe this any more than Khaldun did. But she had to admit anything was possible.

“In that case, maybe I should go, too,” Khaldun suggested.

“Oh, no,” Jezebel said, shaking her head. “You’re going to Blacksand.”

“Blacksand?” Mira said with a start. She’d spent half of her formative years there and inherited her father’s holding before her transformation into a sorcerer. But she’d had no contact with anyone there since. Khaldun had delivered them a mirror, but spoke only to the prince’s steward.

“Yes, and I’d like you to go with him,” Jezebel said. “Prince Carlo’s youngest daughter found something intriguing in their library. A reference to some historian who was chronicling Nyro’s defeat and the fall of the Pythan Empire.”

Mira had accompanied Khaldun on most of his missions to the other princedoms, especially when they were building their alliances and establishing communications. Other than Allison, Mira was the only member of Jezebel’s staff who’d been raised a highborn, and Allison no longer had any patience for diplomacy. Mira had proven to have a certain knack for it, having helped persuade more than a few rulers to join them who otherwise would have demurred. She’d fallen ill right before Khaldun’s trip to Blacksand, though, so hadn’t gone with him that time.

“Wait—an historian who was alive at that time?” Khaldun said. Mira wasn’t sure if he’d been more excited about news of the elves, or this.

“The book she was reading dates from that era,” Jezebel said. “Carlo and his family are true believers. I daresay they fear Nyro’s return nearly as much as we do. He’s had his daughter scouring their library for any record of those days, and this is the first she’s found. But they have no sorcerers.”

Many times, people had concealed ancient texts by tucking them into the void. Only a sorcerer could detect such a hiding place. For this reason, Khaldun had spent much time revisiting the libraries Syllith had already searched in her day. She’d been a normal witch at the time, so he was able to find things she never could.

“We’ll leave immediately,” Khaldun said, pushing his chair back from the table.

“That won’t be necessary,” Jezebel told him. “You can depart in the morning. Tonight, we’re holding a feast.”

“A feast?” Mira repeated. “For what?”

Jezebel turned to Allison, taking her hand. Allison smiled.

“I’m pregnant,” Jezebel announced.


Chapter 2
Blacksand


That evening, they held the feast in the keep’s private hall. Jezebel and Allison had invited only the members of their household, the delegates, and the city’s noble families. They ended up with about fifty people in attendance, filling the room to capacity. The great hall could accommodate ten times that number, but they reserved that for state functions that would include the vassals, merchants, and nearby landowners.

Jezebel and Allison always wore identical dresses, one in black and the other in white. Sometimes they chose a traditional look, but tonight, Allison had settled on something less formal, with a low neckline, bare back, and a slit running high up one leg. They also wore matching diamond necklaces, either of which was worth more than most princedoms. Alanna and Leda wore matching gowns, Mira and Khaldun wore their mages’ robes, and Amari and Imani their military dress uniforms.

Once everyone had arrived, Jezebel invited them to take their seats. Mira and Khaldun joined the royal family, Emma, and the two soldiers at the head table. The staff served wine, and they drank a toast to Jezebel and her baby; Jezebel drank only water. The food arrived, and they dug in. After several courses, and a few more glasses of wine, Mira was quite full and pleasantly inebriated.

Jezebel, Imani, and Amari got up to hobnob with the guests, and Allison leaned in toward the twins, asking, “So, how do you two feel about having a new sibling?”

“I can’t wait,” Leda said, smiling from ear to ear. “I hope it’s a boy—I’ve always wanted a baby brother.”

“I don’t mind,” Alanna said with a shrug. “I’m hoping to become a sorcerer, and this will ensure there’s another heir. At least this one will know who their father is.”

Jezebel had done her best to obfuscate her children’s paternal bloodline. She wanted to eliminate any possibility of someone outside the family having a claim to the throne. Not even Jezebel knew who the girls’ fathers were. But she’d hinted that there would be no doubt this time. Mira knew Jezebel’s confidence had grown along with her power, and she no longer feared her offspring being usurped, obviating the need for multiple mates.

“Eventually, perhaps,” Allison said with a devious grin. “But so far, I’m the only other one who knows.”

“We know who it is,” Alanna said, rolling her eyes.

“Alanna, no!” Leda hissed.

“How could you?” Allison said, her eyebrows raised in surprise. “We took every precaution to keep his identity a secret!”

“Oh, yes, let’s see,” Alanna said dramatically, “you concealed yourselves behind an invisibility spell and sneaked up to the roof, before taking off on your carpet. Only you made quite a bit of noise, so once I’d made the two of us invisible, we followed you up there. It was nighttime, so you didn’t bother staying invisible as you flew out to the wayfarer camp east of town.”

“What?!” Khaldun said, nearly spitting out his wine. “The father is a wayfarer?”

The wayfarers had spent nearly three months in Spanbrook, their first visit since Mira’s arrival. It had been good to see her people again. Badru had hardly aged, but that was more than Mira could say for her mother, Nareen. The woman could barely walk anymore, and Badru told her she’d nearly died from a lung infection several months before. With Jezebel’s blessing, Mira had begged her to come live in the castle, but Nareen wouldn’t hear of it. She’d been born among the wayfarers, and she’d die there, she’d insisted. Badru promised Mira they’d continue taking care of her.

“You couldn’t possibly know which one,” Allison said, her cheeks turning a darker shade of gold. Mira knew this was the sorcerer’s equivalent of blushing.

“Oh yes, we do,” Alanna said defiantly.

“Alanna, shut up,” Leda hissed.

“You waited until their last night in Spanbrook, which was smart,” Alanna continued. “The wayfarers’ visits tend to be decades apart, so there’s very little chance of any of them spreading gossip to the people of Spanbrook. And you only went to his tent that once. I’m pretty sure no one else noticed. But we saw you both flirting with him when the wayfarers performed for the castle.”

“Who?” Khaldun demanded as Allison hid her face in her hands. “Which one was it?”

“Well, by the time we got there, they were both inside his tent, but we could hear them,” Alanna said with a giggle. “And that sounded like a three-way to me⁠—”

“Alanna!” Allison said. Mira had never seen her so mortified.

“I mean, we know you don’t like men, but it sounded like mother quite enjoyed both of you⁠—”

“That’s enough!” Emma said, failing to stifle a giggle of her own. “You will not repeat a word of this to anyone, do you understand?” She gazed around as if to make sure no one was listening. Mira didn’t think they could be; the din of conversation in the room has grown quite loud, and the musicians had started playing.

“Oh, don’t worry,” Alanna said, sitting back with a satisfied smile. “Your secret’s safe with us.”

“It’s safe with me, anyway,” Leda said, her face bright red. “We agreed we wouldn’t tell them what we’d done!”

Alanna only shrugged.

“So, who was it?” Khaldun demanded.

“They shouldn’t tell us,” Mira admonished, slapping his arm.

“The brewer,” Alanna said, shooting Khaldun a conspiratorial smile.

“Riyan?!”

“Alanna!” said Emma.

“Yes, I think that was his name. He was very cute; I wouldn’t mind bearing him a child.”

“Alanna!” said Allison. “You are such a brat!”

“I’m only kidding, mother,” Alanna said, rolling her eyes. “I don’t want children. But he was handsome.”

“I think so, too,” Mira said. “Your mothers chose well.”

“What did we choose well?” Jezebel asked, returning to the table at that moment. The rest of them held their breath for a moment, then broke out laughing. “What did I miss?” she asked, looking confused.

“I’ll tell you later,” Allison said, getting to her feet. “Right now, I want to dance.”

Jezebel took her by the hand and escorted her across the room, and they started dancing. Several other couples joined them, and one of the nobles came over to their table. Emma stood up and kissed him before hurrying off to dance.

“Was that Lord Asterly’s younger son?” Mira asked; Khaldun nodded. “I had no idea they were a couple.”

“They’ve been courting for months, now,” Alanna said. “He’s already proposed, but Emma turned him down.”

“What? Why?” asked Mira.

“He wants her to come live with him in his estate,” Alanna said. “But it’s outside of town, and she doesn’t want to resign from her post. She likes being steward and living in the castle.”

“I can hardly blame her,” Mira said. “I like living here, too. But she’ll want to get married eventually.”

“Emma’s waiting him out,” Alanna said. “She’s pretty sure he’ll agree to come live here instead if she withholds sex long enough.”

Mira gasped. “Emma did not tell you that!”

“Of course not,” Alanna said, rolling her eyes. “We had to spy on them to find that out.”

Mira shook her head in disbelief.

The musicians played an old folk tune, and Mira and Khaldun got up to join the rest of the couples in a group dance that involved frequently swapping partners. Mira ended up with Imani at one point, and felt ridiculously short. The physical contact with her proved to be quite arousing, and when the dance was finished, she grabbed Khaldun. They bade the princesses goodnight, and hurried up to their chambers.

Mira pushed him onto the bed, climbing on top of him and kissing him as she removed first his clothes, and then her own. They made love for hours, each of them climaxing several times. Finally spent, they lay quietly in each other’s arms, and Khaldun drifted off within moments.

Mira lay there for a little while, enjoying the last of the alcohol’s effects, and the cool breeze coming in through the windows. She wasn’t feeling sleepy yet, though. Slipping out of bed, she donned her robe, and opened the doors to their balcony. Stepping outside, she leaned against the railing, gazing out at the courtyard. From this vantage point on the top floor, she had a view of the city over the castle walls.

Taking a few deep breaths of fresh air, she spotted Emma walking arm-in-arm with the young Lord Asterly. They moved to a quiet corner and started kissing, and Mira was about to go back inside when she heard an odd noise. It sounded like quiet giggling, somewhere directly below her. Realizing what was going on, Mira opened her channels of power, extending her null. Alanna and Leda suddenly became visible, and Alanna gasped.

Emma must have heard her, because she called out, “Alanna and Leda Barclay! Are you spying on me again?”

The girls hurried off, both of them giggling as they went inside the keep.

“Brats!” Emma exclaimed before returning her attention to the gentleman.

Mira closed her channels of power again, chuckling as she moved inside, dropping her robe and sliding back into bed. Her null’s resting state had been small at first, but kept growing. Keeping her channels of power closed during the day was no problem. But in the beginning, she didn’t know how to keep them closed while she slept—she didn’t even know if it would be possible.

This had the potential to become problematic. Were there a nighttime attack, Spanbrook’s mages would need their magic to help combat the enemy. And before long, her null’s resting state had expanded to encompass most of the castle.

The princess owned a private villa up in the hills that had traditionally been used as a vacation home for the royal family. Mira and Khaldun had gone to live there while Mira worked on her control. It took a few months, but finally, she learned how to keep her channels closed while she slept. Now, that was her normal resting state, and she only projected her null during practice sessions with the other mages, or when foiling the twins’ shenanigans.

Finally growing drowsy, Mira drifted off to sleep. Khaldun woke her with a kiss in the morning. The two of them bathed together, then donned the leather suits Allison had made for them. They could deflect weapons like the princess’s, but Mira’s didn’t have the same enchantments as the others; being a null, she had no need for those. They wore their mage’s robes over the leather, and Mira donned her sword belt over that. In addition to her long sword, she kept one dagger in the belt, and another strapped to one leg. She kept her hood and facemask tucked into the belt unless she needed them. Khaldun kept his weapons and head covering in the void, tethered to his person.

They went down to the private hall for breakfast, joining Jezebel, Allison, Emma, and the twins. Leda’s eyes were red and puffy, Alanna seemed sullen, and Jezebel wore a stern expression.

“Is everything all right?” Khaldun asked with an amused grin as they took their seats.

“Yes,” Jezebel said, “it is, now that we’ve educated our children about the importance of granting their mothers some privacy and keeping their royal noses out of other people’s business.”

“Ah,” Mira said, stifling a giggle. She had no doubt the girls would be back at it in no time.

Once they’d finished eating, Jezebel wished Allison, Khaldun, and Mira luck, embracing them each in turn, and the sorcerers headed out to the courtyard. They met Imani, and Khaldun and Allison each removed their carpets from the void. Khaldun’s had special straps built into it so that Mira could fly with him. With her channels of power closed, the spells necessary to operate the carpet could function, but no magic would work on her. Without the earth spells that would keep Khaldun firmly in place, Mira needed the straps to keep her from falling off.

Mira sat down behind Khaldun, strapped herself in, and held him tight around the midsection. The only trouble with flying this way was that her muscles ached terribly, requiring extra stops on long journeys to get up and stretch.

Allison sat at the front of her carpet, Imani at the rear, and she shot into the sky. Khaldun took off, giving chase. The two of them raced each other for a few minutes, flying wildly and causing Imani and Mira to scream—Imani for joy and Mira out of sheer terror. But finally, Khaldun had to turn west toward Blacksand.

They stopped once, landing in a clearing in the forest below, then took off again once Mira had had a chance to work out her stiff muscles. It was late afternoon when they reached Blacksand City. Mira had been here only once before, many years ago, but it was exactly as she remembered it. Stone walls encircled the town, but dozens of houses lay beyond them. Blacksand was unique, as far as Mira knew, in that the capital city was not the princedom’s largest. Gemstone-by-the-Sea was located on the coast, where the River Arcon met the North Sea, and boasted Dorshire’s second largest port after Oldport. The capital was about twenty miles up the river. They landed in the courtyard, getting to their feet and stretching. A man and a young woman hurried out to meet them. Mira spotted a wand sticking out of the bosom of the woman’s dress.

“Lady Mira and Lord Khaldun, I presume?” the man asked.

“Yes,” Mira replied.

The man bowed, then said, “I am Jasper, the prince’s steward, and this is Princess Yolanda.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Mira said.

“Please, come inside,” the princess said.

Mira had never met Yolanda before, but her reputation preceded her. After her mother had passed away a few years earlier, she’d taken on most of the duties of a princess consort. She managed the royal household, arranged all state functions, and served as a witch to boot. The truly remarkable thing was that she’d been only fourteen years old when her mother died, yet she’d carried out her role with the dignity and aplomb one would expect of an adult. Though she looked her age now at seventeen, she certainly carried herself like someone much older.

Khaldun rolled up the carpet and tucked it into the void, then the princess led them quickly across the courtyard. Mira did her best to keep up.

“Ancient history has always fascinated me,” she told them. “The rise and fall of the Pythan Empire in particular. I do hope you might find something interesting in our library.”

“Your Highness,” Jasper said, “It would be improper to proceed without taking our guests to meet your father first.”

“He can wait,” she said, undeterred, leaving the steward behind.

Mira and Khaldun followed her inside and up to the second floor. Though smaller than Spanbrook’s, the library was larger than most Mira had seen. The princess took them to a table along the back wall, pointing out a book she’d left open.

“This is where I found the reference to the old historian,” she told them, pointing to the top of one page. “A wizard named Ronaldo wrote this. He was Blacksand’s chief mage in the first days of the princedom, right after Nyro’s downfall. Earlier in the book, he says that he participated in the final battle, but gives no account of it. But here, he says that his colleague, another mage named Bernard, spent days interviewing him to record his recollections. I’ve checked the rest of the book, and there’s no other mention of Nyro or the final battle. His only interest was the founding of Blacksand. But that’s encouraging, isn’t it? Bernard worked here, so it would make sense if he hid his work somewhere in this very room.”

“Yes, it certainly would,” Khaldun agreed, leaning in closer to read the text for himself. “May I take a look around?”

“Yes, please!”

Khaldun returned to the library’s entrance, walking methodically up and down the aisles, holding both hands out in front of him. Mira knew he was searching for hidden magic. Finally, he found something in the rear corner of the room. “This is it,” he said, tapping one of the stones that made up the floor. He held out one hand and the stone disappeared.

“It was an illusion,” said Mira.

“Yes, and it had probably been in place for centuries,” Khaldun said. “Look at this,” he said, squatting down and smiling up at Mira.

Mira moved in to get a look, and saw a wooden chest sitting in the cavity. He removed it, setting it on the floor. Opening the lid, he revealed an ornate scroll lying inside.

The princess gasped. “May I?”

“Of course,” Khaldun said, straightening up.

Yolanda lifted the scroll out of the chest and unrolled it. “I’ll be damned,” she muttered as she read it.

“What is it?” Khaldun asked. Yolanda showed him. “Bernard wrote this in his old age. He says he recorded everything he could learn about Nyro’s final battle, but had to keep it hidden. The university kept sending mages to find and destroy materials documenting anything related to the necromancer. He didn’t believe he had much longer to live, and couldn’t trust anyone else to keep his work hidden. So, he made one final voyage to take it beyond the university’s reach.”

“Beyond their reach?” Mira repeated. “There is no such place. They have jurisdiction over the entire continent.”

“This says he took it to Ostland,” Khaldun said, pointing to the scroll. “The men who accompanied him built an underground chamber, with a small structure on the surface providing access to a stairway. Look, he’s included a map. Without this, no one would ever find the place.”

“I don’t understand,” Mira said, gazing at the map. “If the university had sent a sorcerer here, they could have found this just like you did. Then they could have traveled to Ostland and destroyed whatever he left there.”

“There have never been many sorcerers at the university,” Khaldun pointed out. “And it’s a big continent. The odds were good that only normal mages would come here. And the fact that this is still here proves the point; no witch or wizard could have found it.

“Also, Ostland is uninhabited. There are no princedoms, so technically, the university doesn’t have jurisdiction there.”

“More than that, the island is filled with dangerous beasts,” the princess said. “It’s one big jungle. The university would have to be crazy to send someone there. I don’t understand how Bernard and his people made it out alive, but it’s extremely unlikely anyone else would ever risk going there.”

“That’s what I always thought, but it turns out it’s not true,” said Khaldun. “Imani told me about this long ago. She confirmed Ostland is a jungle, but there are no dangerous animals. That’s a rumor the ancient kings of Shifar started centuries ago. They wanted to preserve the island in its pristine, uninhabited condition, and they figured spreading such stories would deter people from trying to settle there.”

“They were right,” Mira said. “Bernard must have known the truth.”

“So it would seem,” Khaldun agreed. “I think we’ve got a long journey ahead of us. Can we take this?” he asked the princess.

“I’m sure that would be all right, but it’s my father’s decision,” Yolanda said.

Khaldun returned the chest to its cavity and restored the illusion of the stone, then he and Mira followed Yolanda to the throne room. She introduced them to her father. He was tall and thin, his features sharp.

“Ah, Lady Mira,” he said with a smile, “it’s good to see you again. And a pleasure to meet you, Lord Khaldun. I am happy to learn fortune has smiled upon the two of you.”

“Thank you, Your Highness,” said Mira.

Prince Carlo granted them permission to take the scroll, and invited them to stay for dinner and spend the night at the castle before departing. But they had a long journey ahead of them, and Khaldun felt it would be best to get underway immediately. “I’ll need to check in with Princess Jezebel, first, of course, but I have little doubt she’ll approve.”

“We’re sorry to see you leave so soon,” Carlo said. “You’ll need provisions, though. I don’t imagine you planned for such a long trip before leaving Spanbrook.”

“That is true,” Khaldun admitted.

Khaldun used his mirror to contact Jezebel. As expected, she authorized their extended mission. The prince had his steward see to their needs. He supplied them with enough food and water for several days, along with a tent and bedrolls, and packs to carry it all. Mira and Khaldun thanked him profusely, then bade him and his daughter farewell, and headed out to the courtyard. Khaldun pulled his carpet out of the void and unfurled it on the ground. They took their seats, placing the packs by the front and rear edges, and Mira strapped herself in.

But before they took off, she said, “Do you think we could make one quick stop before leaving Blacksand?”

“Sure, what do you have in mind?”

Mira hadn’t thought about her ancestral home much since settling down in Spanbrook. But now that they were here, she found that she missed her people. It would be nice to see them again. She expressed her thoughts to Khaldun.

“I would enjoy visiting Graystone with you,” he said.

They took off, reaching the holding a half hour later. It seemed smaller than ever after living in Castle Barclay, but the cozy familiarity of it brought tears to Mira’s eyes. They landed in the courtyard, and an old witch came out to meet them.

“Belinda?” Mira said, getting to her feet. She couldn’t believe how much she’d aged.

“Lady Mira?” the woman said, stopping in her tracks with an expression of disbelief. “I never thought I’d see you again.”

Mira hugged her, crying freely. It felt so good to see her old mentor again.

A portly, redheaded man emerged from the keep. It took Mira a moment to recognize him; he was quite a bit larger than she remembered, and had grown a beard in her absence. “Mira?”

“Charles, it’s good to see you again,” she said, embracing him. “This is my husband and the chief mage of Spanbrook, Lord Khaldun.”

“It’s a pleasure,” Khaldun said, shaking his hand.

Charles invited them inside, introducing them to his wife, Chiana, and their five young children. The old steward, Reginald, checked in, his eyes welling up when he saw Mira. They spent some time catching up, and Charles invited them to stay for dinner. Mira told them they needed to get underway, but more of the household arrived as word of Mira’s return spread, and she found it difficult to get away.

In the end, they agreed to stay for dinner and spend the night. They would leave the next morning at first light. An hour later, the entire group took their seats in the great hall for their meal.

Mira and Khaldun sat with Belinda and some of the other household staff. She hadn’t realized how profoundly she’d missed this woman. Belinda wanted to hear about everything Mira had done since her departure, and was particularly interested to learn about her involvement in the war against Fosland.

Mira and Khaldun were enjoying the food and the company. But midway through dinner, three men arrived, hurrying to the head table to speak with Charles. Mira could tell from his expression that something was wrong. Getting to her feet, she went to see what was going on, Khaldun right behind her. The men stopped talking as she approached.

“What is it?” Mira asked.

“Tell them,” Charles said, nodding to the men.

“Sorry for interrupting your meal, my lord and lady,” one of them said. “But we were out hunting, and saw something we can’t explain. There were three of them, men maybe, but much taller than any man I’ve ever seen, with emerald green eyes and pointy ears. Armed to the teeth, too, they were, carrying swords and spears. In my sixty years hunting in these woods, I ain’t never seen the likes of these folks.”

“That’s because they’re not men,” Khaldun told him, bouncing with excitement. “They’re elves. We received reports of them in Rockport, too.”

“Elves?” Charles said. “In Anoria? After all these centuries? What do they want?”

“We don’t know yet,” said Mira. “What happened when you encountered them?”

“Well, as I say, we were hunting, and we caught sight of something moving in the trees. As we drew closer, it became apparent it was something big. They stepped out from behind some trees, and we were nearly on top of them. Gave us quite the fright, not being what we expected. But they only stared at us for a moment, then disappeared—vanished into thin air, I mean to say.”

“Could you take us to where you saw them?” Mira asked the hunter.

“Reckon we could,” he said. “But it’ll be getting dark soon, and I don’t fancy running into them folks again.”

“Just get us close and point us in the right direction, and we’ll take it from there,” Khaldun assured him.


Chapter 3
Prediction


Khaldun and Mira followed the lead hunter out of the castle; the other two refused to join them. By the time they moved into the trees, the daylight had failed. Khaldun called a flame to light their way. Mira had explored these woods extensively as a girl, but didn’t remember her way. Full night fell as they walked, and a light fog settled around them. A wolf howled in the distance, sending a shiver down Mira’s spine.

Several more minutes passed, and finally, the hunter stopped them as they crested a hill. “That’s the place, right down there,” he whispered, pointing toward the bottom of the hill. “They stepped out from behind those three big trees.”

Mira neither saw nor heard anything, but the hunter left them, hurrying back toward the castle.

“Let’s have a look,” Khaldun said. Mira followed him to the trees. Holding out one hand, he said, “Someone cast an invisibility spell here. I can feel it.”

“Can you do the magic to show what happened here?”

Khaldun nodded, closing his eyes. Nothing happened for a few moments, but finally, the scene changed. It was daylight, and three enormous forms stood next to them, towering over Mira and startling her. She gasped, backing away several steps. These had to be elves. They stood at least seven feet tall, probably closer to eight, their green eyes gleaming in the sunlight. Two had long, black hair, pulled back in a braid, while the third was bald; all three had pointed ears. Each had a sword hanging from their belt and two carried spears. After only a few seconds, they vanished, and night returned.

“That’s as much as I can see,” Khaldun told her. He gazed farther along the path, holding out one arm. “They must have covered their trail—I can’t sense their movement.”

“Unless they left the path, they must have gone that way,” Mira said. “Why don’t we keep going and see what we can find?”

Khaldun nodded.

They continued farther into the forest, and Khaldun kept his senses open to magical evidence of the elves’ passage. He found nothing, but several minutes later, Mira spotted a twinkling light up ahead. Grabbing Khaldun by the arm, she stopped in her tracks, trying to see what it was.

“Looks like a campfire,” Khaldun whispered. “Let’s get in closer.”

“Should you make us invisible first?” No magic worked directly on Mira, but the invisibility spell would create a barrier around them, hiding everything within from anyone on the outside, including her.

“I don’t think so. We should make contact if we can, and appearing out of nowhere could give the impression of hostile intent.”

“They were heavily armed,” Mira said. “I’m afraid their intent could be hostile.”

Khaldun pressed ahead without replying. Mira followed, her anxiety rising. As they drew closer, she could hear low voices, but couldn’t tell what they were saying. Three figures became visible through the trees, silhouetted against the light of the fire. Suddenly, everything went quiet, while Mira and Khaldun were still about fifty feet away.

“Hello,” Khaldun called out.

The fire disappeared.

“I don’t think they’re interested in having visitors,” Mira said, her heart hammering in her chest. “Perhaps we should go back.”

“Nonsense,” Khaldun said. “But be ready with your null, just in case.”

Mira followed him the rest of the way to a clearing in the trees. They found the remains of a fire, but it was cold, and there was no other evidence of the elves.

“They couldn’t have disappeared so quickly,” Khaldun said, gazing out into the trees.

“One of them must be a mage,” Mira observed.

“I’ve tried canceling invisibility spells, but there are none here. Try extending your null—perhaps there’s some other spell in place that I can’t sense.”

Mira opened her channels of power, and her null burst into existence, spreading out into the forest. But there was no change in their surroundings.

“PURSUE US AT YOUR PERIL!” a voice boomed out, sending a shiver down Mira’s back. It sounded like it was coming from all around them.

“We should get out of here,” Mira said, a quaver in her voice. “They certainly don’t sound friendly.”

“Yes,” Khaldun said, sounding crestfallen. “Perhaps you’re right.”

Mira extinguished her null in case he needed to work magic and set off along their backtrail, Khaldun lighting their way with a larger flame than he’d conjured before. A deep sense of dread overcame her, and it felt like the trees were closing in around them. She breathed deeply as she moved, trying to stave off a panic attack.

But they made it back to the castle without further incident. They found Charles waiting for them outside the gate. The two of them gave him a quick recap of what they’d found as they headed inside, and he closed and barred the heavy wooden doors behind them.

“It sounds like quite the harrowing experience,” he said with a frown. “Elves in Blackstone… I never thought I’d see the day.”

“We should get word to Prince Carlo right away,” Mira suggested.

“Yes,” Charles agreed with a frown. “It’ll take a day for a messenger to get there, but I’ll send someone at first light.”

“You needn’t bother,” said Khaldun. “I can alert his steward via mirror. I should notify Jezebel as well.”

“Very well,” Charles said with a nod. “Would the two of you like to join me for a beer?”

“I think not,” Khaldun said. “I should retire to our room and take care of the necessary communications. You’re welcome to stay, though,” he added to Mira.

“Are you sure?” she asked.

Khaldun nodded. “The two of you must have a lot of catching up to do.”

Charles led them inside, and asked Reginald to show Khaldun up to their quarters. Mira followed him into the great hall, taking a seat at one of the smaller tables as he went off to fetch their beers. He returned a minute later, sitting across from her and setting two mugs on the table. Mira took a sip as Charles said, “What do you think the elves are doing here?”

“I’m afraid I have no idea,” she said with a sigh. “Princess Jezebel fears it could be a prelude to an invasion.”

“You’ve seen them in Spanbrook, too?”

“No. We received word of a sighting in Rockport. Jezebel sent Allison to investigate.”

Charles nodded, taking a swig of his beer. “My brothers and I grew up listening to tales of the elves. I always wished I could meet them. They sounded so wise and strong.”

“Yes, well, let’s hope our fears are unfounded.” She took another drink.

They spent a half hour chatting about developments in Graystone. Mira was eager to hear how her people were doing. Former people, she had to remind herself. Charles went to fetch them another round of drinks.

“I’m happy for you,” he said as he retook his seat. “You and Lord Khaldun seem very happy together.”

“Thank you,” she said with a smile. “Yes, fate has smiled on us at last. This is not a life I ever could have imagined, but it has worked out for the best.”

“I have to confess, I felt guilty sending you away,” he said with a sigh. “This was your family’s holding after all. And here I was usurping you.”

“That’s not how I see it. You had no more choice in the matter than I did. The university’s regulations for sorcerers are quite strict. But I’m glad Graystone’s people are in such good hands. They seem to be thriving.”

“Yes, I think so.” He took a long drink. “I truly did love you, you know. Though I know you were merely settling for me, I would have been happy to spend my life with you.”

Mira smiled. “I think I would have found happiness as well. And for what it’s worth, you were the best I could find. But you and Chiana seem quite happy, too.”

“We are,” he said. “She’s a good woman. I couldn’t ask for anything more.”

Mira finished her beer and bade Charles goodnight. He offered to have Reginald show her up to the guest room, but she knew where to find it. Khaldun had already dozed off, so Mira disrobed, blew out the oil lamp, and climbed into bed next to him.

“Hmm?” he said, starting awake. “Oh, I must have fallen asleep.”

Mira kissed him. “How did it go with Jezebel and Carlo?”

“Good. The prince will probably dispatch a regiment here to Graystone, just to be safe. Jezebel says that Allison was unable to find any trace of the elves in Rockport, though our encounter here has her worried.”

“Maybe we should return to Spanbrook,” Mira said. “If an invasion is imminent, I’m sure she’ll want our defenses at full strength.”

“I suggested as much myself,” Khaldun said. “But she wants us to continue to Ostland. She suspects Nyro could be behind the elves’ activity here, and if that’s the case, we’ll need whatever information we can gather regarding her defeat at their hands.”

Mira fell asleep in Khaldun’s arms. They woke before dawn, heading down to the great hall to see if they might find some breakfast. Much to their surprise, they found Charles and his family along with the entire household waiting for them. They’d prepared a farewell feast for them.

Khaldun and Mira ate and drank their fill, then Mira spent a few minutes going around to say goodbye to everyone. She was in tears as she embraced Belinda, knowing this was probably the last time she’d ever see her.

It was fully light out by the time Mira and Khaldun took off on his carpet, but still early. They flew for hours, and Mira’s arm and stomach muscles were burning by the time they decided to take a break. Khaldun set them down in a meadow, and they ate some of the food from Blacksand. They stopped once more and watched the sun set over the Eternal Sea. Mira was ready to camp for the night, but Khaldun told her it wasn’t much farther to Oldport. There, they’d be able to stay at an inn for the night.

So, they pressed ahead, and Mira was having trouble keeping her eyes open by the time they’d reached the city. This was the largest port in Dorshire, and it looked it from the air. Though it was fully dark, the light of oil lamps dotted the land for miles around. Khaldun set them down by the docks, and they had several inns to choose from. They found one that was still serving food in the common room, so they booked a room there and sat down for a meal before retiring for the night.

They woke at dawn, ate some food from their packs, and set out early. Oldport was even more impressive during the day. Piers extended up and down the coast as far as the eye could see, and the city sprawled over the landscape. Its size and lack of city walls reminded Mira of Arthos, but it was a proper princedom. The castle stood atop a hill a couple of miles inland. Oldport’s financial might belonged to the hundreds of commercial enterprises that thrived here. The princedom’s rulers had long ago decided to keep their hands out of the city’s economic affairs. They kept the tax rate low, and still raised significant revenue. But the princedom was relatively weak politically and militarily, and had no sorcerers.

Khaldun wanted to make it to the Bastion before nightfall. He’d struck a good rapport with the commandant there, and despite the man’s refusal to take a mirror, he’d told them they were welcome to return anytime. It would have been faster to fly from Blacksand to Ostland in a straight line, but much more difficult—if not impossible—to navigate. And it would have been too far to cross the sea that way.

They’d kept the coast in sight on the way to Oldport, and now Khaldun could follow the River Hale to the military academy. From there, they’d fly south to the sea and then along the coast to Bayfast, and hence to the mouth of the River Xago, the traditional boundary between Maeda and Shifar. From there, the crossing to Ostland wasn’t far at all.

They wanted to avoid Keepstone, though. Leto might not be a warlord like Henry, but he hadn’t been friendly the last time they’d met him, either. Instead, they stopped at a point along the Hale near the foothills of the Green Mountains. Once they’d had a chance to stretch and eat, they took off again. But as they approached Keepstone, it became apparent something was wrong.

As the former capital of the ancient kingdom of Dorshire, Keepstone was mighty and magnificent. Across the river from the Green Mountains, the city seemed to grow out of a rocky bluff, with walls more than thirty feet high built atop sheer cliff faces. Anyone attempting to sack it would have to march their army up the single road from the plain below, with its multiple switchbacks exposing them to weapons fire and thaumaturgic attacks from the castle above.

Leto always kept a heavy guard along the city walls, but today, they filled the ramparts along the entire perimeter. An entire garrison stood at arms in the courtyard, and their army had formed ranks down on the plain. It looked like they were ready for an imminent invasion, but Mira could see no opposing force anywhere nearby.

Khaldun wanted to stop and find out what was going on, and Mira agreed. They landed on top of the keep, where they found Leto’s sorcerer, Legion, along with a dozen soldiers. The sorcerer walked over to them as they stood up and stretched. “Greetings, Lord Khaldun and Lady Mira.” The voice was female today, and serious. Nobody knew if Legion was a man or a woman. They wore a leather suit, similar to Khaldun and Mira’s armor, along with a black facemask and helmet, leaving only their red eyes visible. They dressed much like Salerna’s sorcerer, Azure, in fact, except that no one had ever seen them remove their facemask. Despite the skintight clothing, their small body could have been male or female. As far as Mira knew, not even Leto had seen their face. Their voice was different every day. According to rumor, Legion had absorbed the souls of mages they’d defeated in battle over a century ago, adding their power to their own. But nobody alive today knew the truth of the matter. “We didn’t expect to see you in Keepstone again so soon.”

“Nor did we expect to be here,” Khaldun said. “We are on our way to take care of some other business, and we noticed the city’s state of military readiness. Are you expecting an invasion?”

Legion regarded them for a moment before saying, “You had better come with me. His Highness will want to see you.” They turned and strode away. Khaldun rolled up his carpet, tucking it into the void along with their packs, then he and Mira followed them.

Mira had met Legion only once before, when she’d traveled here with Khaldun to try establishing communication by mirror. Others had told her they were one of the most powerful sorcerers on the continent, and Mira didn’t doubt it. Leto had asked for a demonstration of her null, and she’d obliged, in the sorcerer’s presence. They’d never experienced such a negation of their powers before, and asked Mira to stop. Through her null, she’d been able to sense their magic, and it was at least as strong as anyone else’s she’d encountered.

Interestingly, Mira’s null had had no effect on the sound of their voice, which had been male and quite low that day.

Legion led them through a small structure in the roof that housed the stairway to the rest of the keep. Down two flights, they led them into the throne room. They spoke to the guard for a moment, who announced them to the prince.

Leto had been conferring with a couple of his advisers, but they stood aside at the announcement, taking positions on either side of the throne. The guard escorted them up to the prince, and Legion followed.

The prince was of medium height with a strong build. His hair and short beard were black with flecks of gray. The visible areas of his cheekbones were covered in pockmarks. He wore a silver crown on his head.

“My lord and lady,” he said, “what brings you to Keepstone?”

“We were only passing by, Your Highness,” said Khaldun. “But we noticed the disposition of your forces and wished to inquire. We saw no sign of an enemy on our way from Oldport.”

Leto nodded, his brow furrowed in concentration as if he were trying to make some difficult decision. Finally he rose, saying, “There’s something I need to show you. Sorcerer, join us.”

Leto led Legion, Khaldun, and Mira through a door in the rear corner of the throne room. Moving through a long corridor and descending several flights of stairs, they emerged into what appeared to be a cellar, with its damp stone walls. The prince led them through a passage that felt like a tunnel, only dimly lit by torches on the wall. Mira noticed a foul odor that only strengthened as they moved, until she thought it might make her sick.

Finally, they reached the end of the corridor, and Leto led them into a small chamber that had probably been used to store food at one time. Mira gasped. Lying on a table was the body of an elf. It had to be eight feet long. Its long, muscular arms and legs must have been powerful in life. Someone had cut open its torso from its chest to its groin, exposing the internal organs. Mira had to look away and take a deep breath to keep from vomiting.

“Do you know what this is?” Leto asked.

“Yes, Your Highness,” Khaldun said, also looking away. “It’s an elf.”

“You are correct,” the prince said. “Do you know what it might be doing in my princedom?”

“I’m afraid not,” said Khaldun. “There have been reports of them in Rockport and Blacksand as well, though. Princess Jezebel fears an invasion.”

“My thought exactly,” Leto muttered. “Two of our guards stumbled upon this one and two others while on regular patrol through the foothills of the Green Mountains. They gave chase, but the elves vanished.

“I sent Legion with four more soldiers to capture and interrogate one of them. That proved impossible.” He nodded to his sorcerer.

“It took an entire day to find them,” Legion said. “They left no trail, magical or otherwise. But flying a low search pattern over the foothills, I detected an invisibility spell. Canceling that exposed the three of them. There were two warriors and one mage; this was one of the warriors. The mage tried to cancel the spells keeping the carpet aloft, so I had no choice but to retaliate. When I did, the warriors fired on us with their bows.

“We landed, and the elves killed all four of our soldiers in seconds. I managed to fell this one before the other two fled. The wound shouldn’t have been fatal, but their mage killed him before disappearing.”

“Their mage did this?” Khaldun asked. “Why?”

“I can only guess that they didn’t want to be slowed down by his injuries,” Legion said.

“Why did you cut him open like this?” Mira asked.

“We wanted to determine if they were indeed elves, and if so, how they are different from us,” Leto explained. “Besides the pointed ears and green eyes.”

“It became apparent during the battle that their bodies are resistant to magic,” Legion said.

“Do they have nulls like Mira?” Khaldun asked, sounding alarmed.

“I said ‘resistant,’ not ‘impervious,’” Legion replied. “My spells did affect him, but it took much more power than our people could withstand. Their skin is tougher than ours, too. It was difficult to pierce. And their bones are stronger—I dulled three saw blades trying to cut open this one’s breastbone. Otherwise, they’re not much different from us. Red blood flows through their veins, and though their internal organs are arranged a little differently, they’re just as fragile as ours.”

“If you can get through their skin and bones,” Leto said. “An army of elves will be extraordinarily difficult to defeat in battle. Neither our weapons nor our magic will affect them nearly as much as theirs will us.”

“But we have no reason to believe they’ve come here with armies,” said Khaldun. “So far, we’ve seen only a few of them in three different princedoms.”

“What do you think they’re doing here?” Leto demanded, fixing Khaldun with his gaze. “I hardly think this is a social call. The ones we’ve seen must be scouts, sent here to probe our defenses.”

Khaldun could provide no answer.

“I have called upon the Bastion to honor our ancient treaty,” Leto continued. “The commandant has agreed to send his army here. The elves will have to travel to Anoria by ship, so I would suggest advising the coastal princedoms to establish perpetual watches along their shores.”

“They’d be coming across the Lonely Sea, though,” said Mira. “Their forces would have to land in Pytha and Kong.”

“Pytha is a wasteland, and Kong is in shambles,” the prince replied. “Anoria’s riches lie in Dorshire, Maeda, and particularly Shifar. Sailing around the continent and landing on our shores would be far easier for them than marching overland. Once they’ve overrun Oldport, they can sail up the Hale and attack Keepstone. That’s why the Bastion’s forces are coming here.”

“You think they’re coming here to rob us?” Khaldun asked.

“They’re coming to kill us, Lord Khaldun. Once we’re all dead, they can take whatever they want.”


Chapter 4
Okset


Khaldun and Mira bade the prince farewell, and Legion escorted them back to the keep’s roof. As Khaldun removed his carpet from the void, Legion produced a small mirror. “I honored my prince’s wishes when last you visited, but I can do so no longer. The entire continent will need to work together if we’re to have any chance of victory.”

Khaldun nodded. Taking the mirror, and pulling out his own, he undertook the complex spell work that would link Legion’s to the rest. Linking two mirrors was fairly straightforward, but connecting one to multiple others, especially when only one was present, was a little more complicated. When he was done, he handed Legion his mirror.

“Thank you, and Godspeed,” they said.

Mira sat down on the carpet and started strapping herself in. Once Khaldun had placed their packs along the front and rear edges, he used his mirror to apprise Jezebel of what they’d learned here. After that, they took off, following the mountains toward the Bastion.

“Do you think Leto’s right about the invasion?” Mira said in Khaldun’s ear, her arms around his midsection.

“I don’t want to believe it,” he said. “But I fear he may be correct. The elves we encountered certainly didn’t seem friendly. And I cannot imagine why else they might be here, sneaking around like this.”

“That’s true,” said Mira. “If their intentions were diplomatic, surely they would have visited the castles to make formal introductions.”

They flew in silence, and dread filled Mira’s soul.

A little before sunset, they reached the Bastion, nestled between two mountain peaks. It was smaller than Keepstone. From afar, it looked like one giant, circular building. In truth, there were dozens of buildings, all abutting each other, though the academy took up over half the total space. The rest of the town existed to serve the school.

Mira spotted a line of people leaving the Bastion, and many more far below setting up camp by the river. Khaldun landed on the academy’s roof. One of the guards approached them; Mira recognized him from their last visit, though she couldn’t recall his name. The Bastion had a cadre of mages who helped simulate the thaumaturgic conditions soldiers could expect to encounter in battle during their training exercises. But they had no sorcerers.

Khaldun rolled up the carpet, tucked it and their packs into the void, and then the two of them followed the guard inside. He escorted them to Commandant Bishop’s office. The door was closed, and the commandant was yelling at someone, but stopped when the guard knocked on the door.

“Come in!” he yelled. “What?” he added when the guard opened the door. Mira couldn’t see inside from her position in the corridor.

“Sir, Lord Khaldun and Lady Mira from Spanbrook are here.”

“Well, don’t just stand there, send them in! And you,” he added to whomever else was inside, “get out of my face.”

A red-faced man emerged, hurrying up the corridor. Khaldun and Mira moved into the room, and the guard closed the door behind them.

“I know I told you two you were welcome here anytime,” the commandant said, getting to his feet to shake their hands. “But I have to be honest, this is not a good time.”

“So we’ve heard,” Khaldun said with a grin. “You’re getting ready to depart for Keepstone, I presume?”

“How’d you know? Did you stop there on your way here?” Khaldun nodded. “Leto and his damn treaty. The man’s a raving lunatic if you ask me.”

“Do you think he’s wrong about the elves?” Mira asked.

“No, unfortunately, he’s probably right about that. But he expects us to drop everything and come to his aid. What about the Bastion?”

“Is he wrong about the treaty?” Khaldun asked.

“No, he’s right about that, too. But that godforsaken thing was written when the Bastion was still part of his princedom. We’ve been independent for nearly two hundred years, now. But my damn advisers say we should go anyway, if we hope to preserve peaceful relations with Keepstone in the future.

“Anyway, what the hell do you two want?”

“Lodging for the night, nothing more,” Khaldun said.

“You’re welcome to stay, but you’ll need to leave at dawn. We’re marching at first light, and locking this place up tight before we go.”

“We can do that,” Khaldun said. “Thank you.”

Khaldun and Mira joined the commandant for dinner in the Bastion’s hall. The food was simple, but good. Bishop drank heavily, and insisted that they do so as well. Mira wanted to abstain; they still had far to travel, and she would be miserable if she were hungover. But the man wouldn’t take “no” for an answer. His drink of choice was whiskey, which Mira abhorred, so she and Khaldun agreed to wine instead. The commandant didn’t eat much, instead producing a pipe and smoking while they finished their meal, regaling them with stories of battles he’d won in his youth, fighting for his home princedom of Bayfast.

After dinner, one of the guards showed them to the guest quarters. Mira’s head was spinning from the wine, and that along with Bishop’s stories about glorious victories had given her some relief from her sense of impending doom. She made love to Khaldun, then fell into a deep sleep.

Rising early, Khaldun and Mira ate some of the food they’d packed, then met the commandant in the great hall. They left the academy with the last of his people and bade him farewell and good luck before boarding their carpet and flying away.

They flew over the Green Mountains, crossing into Maeda, and stopped to rest an hour later. Resuming their journey, they reached Bayfast before sunset.

Bayfast was the most powerful princedom in southern Maeda. The castle overlooked the bay leading to the River Rona. Khaldun landed on the keep roof. As he and Mira got to their feet and stretched, she spotted an enormous tiger lying by the entrance to the building. It stood on its hind legs and transformed into a man—a naked one. He picked up a bundle from the ground which turned out to be his robes. Once he’d donned those, he walked over to meet them.

“Hello again, Beast,” Khaldun said with a grin.

Beast was Bayfast’s sorcerer. He stood nearly six feet tall, with a mane of straw-colored hair and a long beard. A shapeshifter like Semblant, he could transform only into a tiger. And unlike Semblant, his shifting abilities did not include objects he might be carrying or wearing, so he could only transform naked.

“Greetings, my lord and lady,” he said with a grin, giving them each a tight hug and patting them on the back. “You didn’t contact us by mirror, so I assume this is a social call?”

“Just passing through on our way to Ostland,” Khaldun said. “We were hoping to spend the night here, if it’s all right with Princess Miranda.”

“The princess is away on a hunt,” he told them. “I’m in charge while she’s away, and it’s quite all right with me. Have you eaten yet?”

Beast preferred to take most of his meals out in the city. So he led them through the castle, and they exited through the front gates. He took them to one of his favorite haunts, a tavern overlooking the bay. Khaldun and Mira had accompanied him here on their last visit, too. They sat down at a table on the outdoor patio, and someone hurried over with bowls of fish stew and mugs of ale moments later.

“How are you doing with your transformations?” Beast asked as they started on the stew.

“No progress,” Khaldun said with a frown. “I can change the color of my eyes, hair, and skin at will, as well as those of others, but that continues to be the extent of it.”

“Aye, well shifting is different for everyone, I’m told,” Beast said. “That may well be as much as you’ll ever be able to do.”

“It’s not terribly useful, I’m afraid,” Khaldun said with a sigh.

“I’m not so sure about that,” Mira replied. “It’s come in useful when you’ve wanted to hide the fact that you were a sorcerer.”

“True,” he conceded.

“So, what takes you two to Ostland?” Beast asked. “That’s quite the trek from Spanbrook.”

Khaldun and Mira took turns telling him about the old historian in Blacksand, and the elves that had turned up in some of the princedoms.

“I think Leto and the commandant are probably overreacting,” Beast said, finishing his ale and ordering another. “It’s in their nature to be suspicious of everyone and everything, isn’t it? With all their military training, that’s what they do.”

“That’s true of the commandant, perhaps,” said Mira. “But not Leto.”

“He trained at the Bastion as a young man,” Beast said, “before inheriting the princedom.”

“Oh, I didn’t know that,” she said. “The elves we encountered hardly seemed friendly, though.”

“It is said they’re arrogant, I’ll grant you that,” Beast said, taking a swig of ale. “But from what you’ve said, they haven’t acted aggressively, have they?”

“They slaughtered Leto’s soldiers,” Khaldun said incredulously.

“I would, too, if they tried capturing me,” Beast said with a hearty chuckle. “And it would serve them right.”

“You haven’t seen any elves in Bayfast, then?” Mira asked.

“No. And I do prowl the woods at night in tiger form, so I probably would have smelled them, at least, if there were any here.”

“Why would they suddenly show up in Anoria after all this time, if it weren’t an invasion?” Khaldun asked.

“Obviously, I have no idea. But the idea that they’d cross an ocean just to kill us and plunder our riches is absurd,” Beast replied, laughing again. “The stories tell us the elves are wealthy beyond our imagination. Streets paved in gold and all of that. What need would they have for anything of ours, hmm?”

“I hope you’re right,” Mira said.

They spent a couple more hours catching up over drinks. Mira wished she could adopt Beast’s carefree outlook on things, but the elves’ presence in Anoria worried her. She couldn’t get Leto’s predictions out of her head.

The next morning, they continued their southward journey. There was still some daylight left by the time they’d reached the River Xago, but not enough time to make the crossing to Ostland before nightfall, and they didn’t want to cross into Shifar. A small village sat on this side of the river, but it had no inn. So, they made camp out in the forest, eating from their provisions.

They woke at first light the next day, and flew across the water to Ostland. This made Mira a little nervous, given the lack of a place to land in case of an emergency. But the flight was uneventful.

They reached the island, Khaldun landed on the beach, and they rested for a little while before continuing. According to the map they’d found in Blacksand, the historian had buried his text by the northern end of the bay on the island’s southeast shore. They reached the bay a little before sunset, but found a settlement near the shore. It was a walled village, and two of the guards in the watchtower by the gates had spotted them, waving as they circled overhead.

“So much for Ostland being uninhabited,” Khaldun said.

“We don’t need to stop here, do we?” asked Mira. This place gave her an uneasy feeling.

“I think we should,” Khaldun said. “With the dense foliage, it’ll be tough to spot our destination from the air. And according to the map, it’s not too far inland. They’ve seen us already, so they’re sure to send people after us if we don’t stop first. It’ll be all right. Hell, they might even be able to help us find the place.”

Khaldun landed out in front of the gates. The doors opened, and three guards emerged to meet them.

“Welcome, my lord and lady,” their leader said, bowing slightly. “What brings you to our village this fine afternoon?”

“I am Lady Mira from Spanbrook, and this is my husband, Lord Khaldun,” she said. “We’re looking for an ancient structure here on the island. The last we knew, the island was uninhabited, so we were a little surprised to find your village here.”

“His Highness, Prince Kamari, has claimed Ostland for Okset,” the guard told them with a smile. “And I assure you, there are no structures here beyond our settlement. The island had always been uninhabited prior to our arrival.”

“I’m sure you wouldn’t mind if we have a look for ourselves?” Khaldun said. “We have it on good authority that there is a small building here. It may be hidden.”

“The decision is not mine to make,” the man said apologetically. “You will need the prince’s permission.”

“That will take some time,” Khaldun said. “We’ve traveled far, and it will take two more days to make it to Okset and back.”

“There should be no need to travel there, my lord,” the guard said. “We can reach the castle by mirror.”

“That’s terrific,” Mira said, breathing a sigh of relief. She wasn’t looking forward to two extra water crossings.

“If you’ll come with me, we keep the mirror inside the guard tower.”

Khaldun rolled up the carpet and tucked it into the void. They followed the guard into the settlement, and climbed the steps to the tower’s upper level. He retrieved a mirror from a cabinet, staring into it and saying, “My lady, do you have a moment?”

It took a few moments before a female voice replied, “Yes, go ahead.”

The guard explained the situation, then handed his mirror to Mira. Gazing into it, she found a sorceress with flaming red hair staring back at her. Khaldun stood right next to her, and the woman said, “Mira and Khaldun. We’ve heard about the two of you. Why do you seek this mysterious structure of yours?”

“My lady, we discovered a message from an ancient historian in the princedom of Blacksand,” Mira explained. “He chronicled the events surrounding Nyro’s downfall, but in his old age, didn’t feel it was safe to keep his work there.”

“I should think not,” the woman said. “The governors at the time were quite thorough in their purge of such things. I’d be very curious to learn what you discover.”

“We have your permission to search for this building, then?” Mira asked.

“It’s not my permission you need,” she said with a chuckle. “I’ll need to consult with His Highness. This might take a little while; he’s quite busy. If you don’t mind waiting there at our settlement, I’ll make contact again as soon as I have an answer.”

Mira sighed; she should have known it wouldn’t be so easy. But they had little choice. Now that they’d made contact, they’d only create conflict between Okset and Spanbrook if they tried to proceed without awaiting the prince’s decision. She wished they could have avoided being seen and found the historian’s hiding place on their own, but it was too late for that now.

The guard told them they’d been about to sit down for dinner, and invited Khaldun and Mira to join them. They agreed. He escorted them to a hall in the middle of the settlement, where they found a couple of dozen people sitting down to eat. Most of them were soldiers, but Mira noted a few plain-clothed men as well.

The quality of the food surprised Mira for what seemed like a temporary settlement. They served venison that had been prepared in a rich sauce, along with the most delicious wine she’d ever tasted.

“What is it your people are doing here?” Khaldun asked their host.

“We are surveying this area of the island,” the guard replied. “His Highness wishes to build a new city here, so our job is to find the best location for it.”

After dinner, they returned to the guard tower. They got to talking with the guard, whose name they learned was Idir, and he proved very curious about the goings-on in the northern princedoms. He’d never seen a carpet before, and told them he’d always wished he could fly like a bird, so Khaldun ended up giving him a ride on the carpet.

The hour grew late, and Mira found herself getting drowsy. But finally, the prince’s sorcerer reached out to them again.

“His Highness would like to meet the two of you in person before making his decision,” she told them. “It is late, so you are welcome to spend the night in our village. If you leave at dawn, you should make it here at a reasonable hour.”

This was frustrating. Though she appreciated the offer of lodging, Mira had hoped they could be on their way to their destination in the morning. This would add two full days to their journey.

Idir escorted them to the living quarters. The entire village slept in the same building, and there were only bunk beds. So Khaldun and Mira lay down on an empty bunk, and Mira fell asleep almost immediately.

They rose first thing in the morning, ate a quick breakfast in the hall, bade Idir farewell, and took off for Okset. This crossing took quite a bit longer than the previous day’s, and Mira’s muscles were aching by the time they’d reached the city.

Okset City was unlike anyplace Mira had visited before. It stretched as far as the eye could see, much like Arthos, but unlike the free city, the buildings all seemed to be constructed of stone or brick instead of wood. The castle was easy to locate, sitting atop its hill near both the sea and the river, gleaming white in the morning sunshine, with many bulbous domes and tall towers. Mira was pretty sure Castle Barclay was larger, but that was a fortress, while this looked more like a palace. But she could tell its appearance was deceiving. It still had thick, high walls around its perimeter, and the surrounding terrain was steep. Only one road led to its gates, with multiple switchbacks.

As instructed, Khaldun flew over the ramparts and landed in the courtyard. The sorcerer from the mirror hurried over to meet them as Khaldun and Mira got to their feet.

“Welcome to Okset,” she said. “I’m Siren, His Highness’s chief mage. Please come with me; he’s eager to meet you.” Khaldun rolled up the carpet and tucked it into the void along with the rest of their gear. “You two should be aware, the Shifari like to bargain,” she said as she led them toward the keep. “His Highness in particular. Between you and me, I suspect he’ll grant you what you want, but he’ll expect something in return.”

“Like what?” Mira asked suspiciously.

“I’m afraid I have no idea,” Siren replied. “What do you have to offer?”

Mira could think of nothing the prince would see as an equitable trade.

“You’re not from Shifar,” Khaldun observed.

“No, honey,” she replied. “I grew up in Rockport. But I transformed on my sixteenth birthday, and after a few years training at the university, I’ve spent my entire adult life here. His Highness is the fourth ruler of Okset I’ve served. He ascended to the throne only a year ago. But all three of his predecessors reigned for decades.”

“You look much too young to have been here that long,” Mira said.

“I like you,” Siren said with a grin.

They entered the keep, and Siren guided them to the throne room. It reminded Mira of the one in Highgate, with the marble columns running up the middle, only it was bigger. Prince Kamari sat on his throne, a scepter in his hand, and a golden crown upon his head. He wore royal robes, and a diamond necklace. Mira thought he looked more like a king of old than a prince, only much younger. She doubted he’d reached his twentieth birthday.

“Your Highness, may I present Lady Mira and Lord Khaldun from Spanbrook,” Siren said with a bow, before taking her place by the prince’s side.

“Welcome,” Kamari said with a nod, his smile friendly. “My sorcerer tells me you are searching for the hidden works of an ancient historian. Please, tell me more about this.”

Khaldun and Mira explained what they’d found in Blacksand, and Khaldun’s ongoing search for information about Nyro’s downfall and the elves.

“My father believed that the people of Shifar were descended from the elves,” Kamari said pensively when they were done. “He told my siblings and me that we came to Anoria from the elven continent many thousands of years ago. And that we were the first humans to wield magic, having inherited it from our elvish forebears.” The prince took a deep breath. “I think it’s all nonsense,” he said, cracking a smile. “Never have I seen an elf, but it is my understanding that they are as different from humans as a dolphin is from a shark. It makes no sense to me that we could be related.”

“I would have to agree, Your Highness,” said Mira. “Elves have been spotted in some of the northern princedoms. Prince Leto’s sorcerer in Keepstone had a confrontation with a few of them, and managed to capture one. They do look similar to us, but not entirely the same.”

“Is it true they have green eyes and pointy ears?” the prince asked with a smile.

“Yes, it is,” Mira said. “And their skin and bones are much tougher than ours, and it seems they have a natural resistance to magic.”

“How would you know that about their bones?” he asked, narrowing his eyes.

“Oh, well the elf they captured was dead. He’d been injured in the battle, and his people sacrificed him rather than allow him to slow them down,” Mira said. “Leto’s sorcerer, ah… cut him open.”

“Ah,” Kamari said with a nod.

“Your Highness, Leto is afraid the scouts we’ve seen mean an invasion is imminent,” said Khaldun. “And Princess Jezebel fears Nyro could be involved. We need to find the historian’s chronicles of her downfall to see if it contains any information that might be helpful, should war with the elves come to pass.”

The prince regarded him placidly for a few moments before chuckling softly. “Nyro died centuries ago. I find it difficult to believe she has survived in any form. Reports to the contrary are nothing but ghost stories, like those we tell each other around our fires at night. And the elves are supposed to possess riches even greater than Okset’s. I cannot imagine why they’d have any interest in Anoria.”

Mira opened her mouth to reply, but Kamari continued before she could say anything. “I have no interest in your historian’s chronicles. It is all ancient history, and I look toward Okset’s future, not its past. You may explore our island of Ostland to your heart’s content and retrieve whatever documents you might find there.”

“Thank you, Your Highness,” Khaldun said with a bow, and Mira sighed in relief.

“I would ask only for a little something in return,” the prince said with a smile.

“We have brought only the supplies we required for our journey,” Khaldun said, “but we would be happy to have our princess send whatever payment you would request.”

“The flying carpet you arrived on,” Kamari said. “Would you be willing to part with that?”

Mira’s heart leaped into her throat. “Your Highness, without that, it would take months for us to return home.”

Khaldun looked confused.

“You find that a strange request?” the prince asked him.

“It was my impression that Your Highness was distrustful of magic,” he said. “The carpet can be flown only using air and earth spells.”

“Distrustful of magic?” the prince repeated. “Not at all. Siren has been my family’s most trusted adviser for generations; we depend upon her and our other mages. What gave you this impression?”

“My apologies, Your Highness,” said Khaldun. “We heard that you’d turned away Highgate’s envoys, and I thought it was the mirror⁠—”

Kamari waved his hand dismissively. “We use mirrors all the time. It was the alliance with Highgate I rejected. We have no need to maintain communications with Salerna or any of the other northern rulers. Okset and our neighbors possess sufficient military might to repel any invader.”

“I don’t doubt it, Your Highness,” Khaldun said. “We will need our carpet to return home; however, it is Salerna’s chief mage, Azure, who creates them, and I have no doubt he would be willing to supply you with one for Siren to use. My mirror is connected to his, so I can confirm it with him, if you wish.”

“That would be acceptable,” the prince said with a nod.

“Ah, forgive me, Your Highness,” Siren said, looking alarmed. “Perhaps one of the other would be better suited⁠—”

“Can normal wizards or witches control a flying carpet?” the prince asked Khaldun. “Lady Siren is afraid of heights.”

“Yes, Your Highness. However, doing so requires their full concentration, making it difficult, if not impossible, for them to cast other spells while in flight. Sorcerers have no such trouble, and can travel much faster, to boot.”

Kamari nodded. “You will take Siren with you. Once you have completed your mission in Ostland, she will fly with you to Highgate. As long as Salerna’s mage honors our agreement, you will then be free to return home with whatever you have found on our island, and Siren can return here on her own carpet.”

Siren turned a lighter shade of gold, and Mira had to stifle a chuckle. If she was afraid of heights, she was in for a miserable time.


Chapter 5
Chronicles


Khaldun used his mirror to update Jezebel on their progress, and she approved their detour to Highgate. Azure told him he did have a couple of extra carpets ready to go, and Princess Salerna agreed to let Okset take one.

There was not enough time that day for the return flight to Ostland, so Prince Kamari invited Khaldun and Mira to spend the night in Okset. He had his steward show them to guest quarters on the top floor of the keep.

The accommodations stunned Mira. The room included a giant four-poster bed, a writing desk, and their own washroom with running water. They were no larger than Spanbrook’s guest rooms, but much nicer, with gilded mirrors, plush carpets, and tapestries hanging on the walls. Their balcony had a beautiful view of the sea.

They joined the prince and his advisers for dinner in the private dining room. Mira was surprised to learn that Prince Kamari was nearly thirty, but still unmarried. He had three younger siblings, so there was no worry about keeping the princedom in the family. And Siren hinted that he was enjoying his position as the city’s most eligible bachelor too much to settle down with one woman just yet.

Mira enjoyed the meal and the wine very much. After dinner, the prince invited them to join him for a concert in the great hall. Mira and Khaldun had brought no other clothing, only their leather suits, so the prince arranged for their master of wardrobe to provide them with matching gold mage’s robes.

Okset’s nobility and wealthiest merchants all turned up for the concert. Mira and Khaldun sat with the prince and his closest advisers as his honored guests. After the performance, they thanked the prince for his hospitality, and wished him a good night before retiring to their chambers.

The next morning, Mira and Khaldun met the prince for breakfast, then headed up to the roof with Siren. She blanched as Khaldun unfurled the carpet.

“Are you sure this thing is safe?” she asked, backing away from it.

“I’ve never lost a passenger,” he assured her.

Mira sat down in the middle and strapped herself in. Khaldun positioned Siren by the rear edge, then took a seat at the front. This arrangement was necessary to keep the weight balanced, but Mira hated not being able to hold onto Khaldun in the air. The straps kept her secure, and the shield Khaldun cast around them eliminated the wind, but Mira felt much less safe this way.

As they lifted off and shot into the sky, Siren screamed. Her voice sounded ordinary, making Mira wonder about her name.

They flew for hours, finally reaching Ostland in the middle of the afternoon. Khaldun set them down on the beach, and Siren stumbled to her feet and vomited. Mira grimaced.

Siren led them into the village, where they met Idir. They sat down to eat in the hall, and Khaldun asked the guard to take a look at their map. He seemed pretty confident he could find the old historian’s hiding place, so after their meal, he led the three sorcerers into the forest.

After an hour or so, Idir stopped by the edge of a meadow, saying, “This should be the place.”

Mira gazed around the area, but saw no buildings of any kind. “Do you sense anything?” she asked Khaldun. “Maybe he tucked the stairway access into the void.”

“My thought exactly,” Khaldun said. Holding out one arm, he turned in a slow circle, finally adding, “There’s something over there.” He led them into the meadow. Halfway across, he stopped, waving his hand from side to side. A small brick building appeared out of nowhere with a popping sound.

“I’ll be damned,” Idir said, touching the wall. “Was this invisible?”

“No, it was tucked into oblivion,” Khaldun explained. “It was here, in this location, but in a different plane of existence. You could have walked right through the space it occupies now and felt nothing.”

“I’ll never understand magic,” he muttered.

There was a metal door, but they couldn’t find a handle or lock.

“It appears to be sealed magically,” Khaldun observed.

Mira extended her null just wide enough to encompass the structure, and the door popped open. She closed her channels of power again.

Khaldun stepped inside, calling a small flame to light their way. A narrow set of steps led into the ground. He led the way down, followed by Siren and Idir, Mira bringing up the rear. At the bottom, they found a chamber barely big enough for the four of them. It appeared to be empty. But Khaldun held out his hand, and a cavity appeared in one wall. Inside, Mira could see a wooden chest.

Removing the chest, Khaldun placed it on the ground and opened it. Inside was a leather-bound book. Mira picked it up and opened it, scanning several pages, but it was written in a language she didn’t recognize. She showed it to Khaldun.

“The writing isn’t familiar to me, either. We’ll have to see if any of Salerna’s people recognize it.”

The four of them returned to the surface and hiked back to the village. It was still early, so Khaldun and Mira decided it would be best to get underway. They had another long journey ahead of them. Bidding Idir farewell, the three sorcerers took their seats on the carpet, Mira clutching the book, and they flew away.

As sunset approached, Khaldun set them down near the northeastern-most tip of the island. They made camp and started a fire. Idir had replenished their food supply, and included a jug of wine. So they sat around the fire and shared a meal and passed the jug around. It was strong, and Mira found herself feeling a good buzz before too long. Siren drank more than the other two combined. “Needed this after all that flying today,” she explained.

“So, why do they call you Siren?” Khaldun asked.

Siren giggled. “You sure you want to know?”

Khaldun nodded. “Why not?”

Siren focused for a moment, then opened her mouth wide. At first, nothing happened. But then Mira noticed a beautiful voice singing a high note, the sound coming from all around them at once.

Khaldun’s expression went blank. He rose to his feet and stripped out of his clothing.

“Khaldun!” Mira said with a gasp. Visibly aroused, he started pleasuring himself. “What are you doing?” she demanded, failing to stifle a giggle.

The enchanted voice stopped, and Siren said, “He’ll snap out of it in a moment.”

Sure enough, Khaldun froze, his eyes going wide as he stared down at himself. He hurriedly put his clothes back on. “Making someone masturbate against their will,” he muttered angrily. “What an interesting talent you have.”

Siren chuckled. “I’m sorry; that was inappropriate. All this wine has gone to my head. But it’s not only that. Watch.” She opened her mouth, and the otherworldly voice returned. Suddenly, Khaldun stood up again, and started dancing circles around the other two. The voice faded and he stopped.

“It’s so strange,” he observed. “I’m conscious of what you make me do, but powerless to stop it. You can force someone to do anything you want?”

“More or less,” she said. “As a sorcerer, you should be able to stop it now that you realize what’s happening. Try it.”

“Whoa, hold on,” he said, holding out his hands as if to say “Stop!” “Only the dancing this time, all right?”

“Yes, yes, I promise.” Siren opened her mouth a third time. The voice returned, and Khaldun resumed his dancing. But moments later he stopped, even though the voice continued.

“You’re right. I could sense your magic and cancel it.”

“No regular mage has ever been able to do that,” she said.

“I’d like to try canceling it, too,” said Mira. “No magic will work on me, though. Could you enchant Khaldun again?”

“Of course,” said Siren. She cast her spell once more, and Khaldun started dancing again. Mira had no trouble canceling the magic.

“It’s similar to the spell Dredmort used to bend Allison to his will,” Khaldun said to Mira.

“There’s more to it, though,” Siren said. “I can use it to deflect magic and projectiles, too.”

“Like a shield spell?” Mira asked.

“Yes, but it works across a much larger area,” Siren explained. “I used it to protect the entire castle from trebuchets when a neighboring prince attacked during Kamari’s grandfather’s time.”

“You’d be good to have in a battle,” Khaldun observed, retaking his seat.

“Honey, you’d better believe I am.”

The three of them laid out their bedrolls and slept under the stars. The next morning, they ate a light meal and broke camp. As they took their seats on the carpet, Khaldun asked Siren if she’d be willing to assist by calling air. “We’ll get there much faster this way,” he explained.

With Siren’s help, they made it to Highgate after only two more days. Landing on the keep roof, they found one of Salerna’s wizards waiting for them. Khaldun tucked their things into the void, and the man escorted them inside the building to the princess’s throne room. They found Salerna waiting for them, Azure by her side.

“Welcome back, Lord Khaldun and Lady Mira,” Salerna said with a smile. “And this must be Lady Siren?”

“Yes, Your Highness,” the sorcerer said with a bow. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you.”

“The pleasure is all mine, I’m sure.”

“Could I take a look at this book of yours?” Azure asked.

“Yes, of course,” Mira said, moving up to the dais and handing it to him.

Azure opened the cover and flipped through the first few pages. “This is written in the script of the ancient tongue of Dorshire.”

“Can you read it?” Khaldun asked.

“I cannot. But we have scholars here who can,” he said.

“We owe Nyro credit for the spread of the common tongue to every corner of the continent,” Salerna said.

“I wasn’t aware of that,” Mira said. “I thought the common tongue predated her reign by several centuries.”

“Yes, it did,” Salerna said. “However, its use was not too widespread outside of northern Maeda and eastern Dorshire. She made it the official language of her empire, and all its citizens were required to learn it.”

“Then it’s a little surprising that a historian from the later days of the Pythan Empire would have used the ancient tongue,” said Khaldun.

“There were many who passed on the old languages as an act of resistance,” Azure said. “Particularly in the outskirts of the empire. The penalty for speaking the old tongues was death, so closer to the capital, fewer were willing to chance it.”

“It’s difficult to imagine Nyro ruling from this very chamber,” Mira said, gazing around the room as a chill ran down her spine.

“I thought the Pythan capital was the seat of the imperial government,” Khaldun said.

“It was in the beginning,” Salerna said. “But Nyro moved it here once she’d taken over. Azure will take the book to our scholars. A full translation will take some time, of course, but we can have them give it a read first to glean any pertinent information it might contain, if you’d like.”

“Yes, that would be wonderful, thank you,” said Mira.

“This isn’t terribly long,” said Azure. “If they start right away, I would think they should be able to provide a summary by the end of the day tomorrow. But it will take a few weeks for them to produce a duplicate in the common tongue.”

“I’m sure you’ll want to return to Spanbrook before that,” said Salerna. “But you are welcome to stay here with us until they have prepared their synopsis.”

“We would like that very much,” said Mira.

Azure hurried off to deliver the book to the scholars, while Mira, Khaldun, and Siren followed the princess to the private dining room. Her lover, Jennifer, was there already, and Azure arrived a few minutes later.

They made small talk until the meal arrived, but once they’d finished eating, Salerna asked about the elves.

“Has the looking glass shown you anything about them?” Khaldun asked after he and Mira finished recounting their encounter with them, along with the reports from Rockport and Keepstone.

“It has shown me scouts creeping through forests, nothing more,” Salerna said. “I can identify neither the place nor the time of those visions. Unfortunately, the looking glass has shown me very little these last fifteen years.”

“Since my arrival at the university?” Mira asked.

“Yes,” Salerna confirmed. “Even the destruction of this city is invisible to me, now. It had shown me that many times before, but not once since then.”

“We suspect Mira’s involvement in those events was not a certainty until she transformed,” Azure explained.

“So, you believe I will be here when Highgate falls?” Mira asked, dread filling her soul at the thought.

“I can think of no other reason for the looking glass’s lack of revelation,” said Salerna.

“Lady Mira’s null hides things from your looking glass?” Siren asked.

“We believe that to be the case,” Mira said, “along with sorcerous prophecy. But it should only be my null that does it, I would think. Were I present somewhere with my channels of power closed, then those events should be visible.”

“That is our belief,” Azure said.

“Of course, I have no magic beyond my null,” said Mira. “So, if I were here for any historically significant event like a battle, I would probably be using it.”

“Mira’s presence in Highgate for such dire events might prevent you from seeing what happens here,” said Khaldun. “But she cannot be in more than one place at once. Surely, if Leto’s predictions are correct, there would have to be massive elvish invasions in Maeda and Dorshire’s port cities, wouldn’t there? Has the looking glass shown you nothing of that sort?”

“It has not,” Salerna said. “Which may mean that the decisions that would lead to such developments have yet to occur.”

“Whoever’s in charge of the elvish forces might be awaiting the reports from their scouts,” Mira said.

“Time will tell,” said Salerna.

After dinner, one of Salerna’s people showed Siren, Khaldun, and Mira up to their chambers; Siren was staying right across the hall from them. Khaldun and Mira availed themselves of a bath before going to bed.

The next morning, Azure took Siren down to the plain for her first flying lesson. Khaldun and Mira joined them, and in no time, the sorcerer was swooping around the city on her new carpet.

“It’s not as bad as I thought it would be,” she said when they were done. “Being in control is much less nerve-wracking, though. I did not like being a passenger!”

Mira spent the day exploring the city with Khaldun. She’d spent some time here after the battle fifteen years earlier, but only on the battlefield and inside the castle. They visited several museums and ate at a tavern on the city’s first level.

That evening, Salerna summoned Khaldun and Mira to her conference room. They arrived to find the princess and Azure sitting at the table.

“Our scholars have finished their review of your book,” Salerna told them as they sat down, nodding to Azure. He put the spells in place to protect the room from observation, magical or mundane.

“The text explains that for most of Nyro’s rule, her people thrived,” Azure said. “The historian doesn’t spend much time on those years, but references several other historical treatises that are unknown to us.”

“They must have been destroyed in the purge,” said Mira. “Are the stories we’ve heard about Nyro’s tyranny false, then?”

“Not false, but confined to the final decades,” Azure replied. “Saliman was brutal, but for much of Nyro’s reign, Anoria prospered. But apparently, she then had a prophetic vision of the elves coming to destroy her empire. After that, everything changed. She declared martial law, conscripting hundreds of thousands of citizens into the imperial military, and requisitioning all available resources to build more weapons and ships.

“Resistance cells developed all over the continent. They started sabotaging imperial production facilities. Nyro crushed all the ones she could find. Some survived, and their leaders sent a delegation to the elvish continent to ask for aid. They refused. The elvish leaders had no interest in human affairs.

“Eventually, the resistance received word that Nyro was preparing to invade the elvish lands. Once again, they sent a party to warn the elves, hoping that such news might finally prompt them to take action here. But they laughed at the warning, not believing humans would pose any threat.

“Only then, Nyro did invade. Her forces slaughtered tens of thousands of elves before they were driven back to their ships. They returned in defeat, but Nyro became more brutal than ever as she prepared a force ten times larger to make another attempt. But finally, the elves came to Anoria before she could attack again.”

“How did the historian find out about Nyro’s prophetic vision?” asked Mira. “And for that matter, how did the resistance learn about her plans for the invasion? Surely, Nyro would treat such matters with the utmost secrecy.”

“There was a traitor,” said Azure. “The historian doesn’t identify them, but it was someone very high up in the imperial administration.”

“It must have been a general, if not a member of the Sacred Circle,” said Mira. “I can’t imagine anyone of a station much lower than that would have been privy to such information.”

“Indeed,” said Azure. “The historian made the same guess, but he didn’t know, either. The elves sent a thousand ships, carrying a force of half a million soldiers, along with hundreds of mages. They started in Dorshire and Shifar, driving the imperial armies inland, ultimately confining them to Middle Maeda. After a final battle outside of Highgate, they forced Nyro, her Sacred Circle, and their surviving forces to flee to Pytha.

“Only that was a trap. Their mages had taken positions throughout the Anthar and Mystic Mountains, preparing powerful spells. Surrounded by the mountains and the sea, Pytha made the perfect prison. Once the elvish military had driven Nyro and her inner circle all the way to the capital, their mages unleashed their magic, erecting the barrier around the entire kingdom. They sent one hundred warrior mages who together managed to nullify Nyro’s magic, then they slaughtered her and the Sacred Circle—their bodies anyway—releasing their souls as demons.

“The elvish magic drew upon the life force of the surviving Pythans, killing them all when the barrier went live. Only Nyro and her necromancers survived that. Thousands of Pythan citizens had started fleeing the kingdom when the war came to their land, but very few managed to escape. They became the wayfarers.”

“We knew the elves used the Pythans’ life force to create the barrier,” said Khaldun, “but I had no idea the elves sacrificed themselves in such great numbers.”

“They didn’t,” Azure said. “The spells they used had no effect on the elves, and the barrier allowed them to pass. Once they were done, they left Pytha. Their people erected the watchtowers, and left instructions with the surviving human mages for the barrier’s maintenance.

“The historian also recorded information about elvish magic that could prove useful. He confirmed that all elves can call the four basic forces, but only the mages have command of the magical force. There are no elvish sorcerers or necromancers. He also explained that elves walk in our world and the spectral plane at the same time. Demons have no effect on them—they cannot be possessed, for example—nor do they fear them. But they also have no way to control them.”

“So, the elves couldn’t use necromancy against Nyro, but neither could she use it against them,” Mira said.

“That would seem to be correct,” said Azure. “With the exception of ghouls. They are physical beings, and Nyro was able to use them quite effectively against the elves.”

Mira shivered, recalling the ghouls Allison had summoned in the battle here.

“What happened to Nyro’s conjurnor?” Khaldun asked. “I assume they must have been a descendant of King Saliman.”

“Yes, the historian says that Nyro took very good care of Saliman’s progeny,” said Azure. “He reports that he was captured in Highgate when Nyro was driven into Pytha. And he confirms he was the conjurnor for all of Nyro’s necromancers, but doesn’t mention what might have become of him after that.”

“The death of Nyro and her necromancers would have freed him from those bonds, though, right?” asked Mira.

“Yes, that’s correct,” Azure said. “Their deaths would have severed any connection he had to them. He would have returned to being a normal man.”

Mira was still processing all this new information, but could think of no other questions. “Please, thank your scholars for their analysis. This could be very helpful should the elves invade again now.”

“I will,” Azure said with a nod. “And we’ll let you know once they’ve finished their full translation.”


Chapter 6
Unexpected Visitors


Khaldun and Mira retired to their chambers. Once she’d drawn a bath, they stripped out of their clothes and climbed into the tub together. Mira lay back against him, and he wrapped his arms around her.

“That was a lot to take in,” Mira said with a sigh. “I’m curious who the traitor might have been. For some reason, I have trouble imagining Nyro revealing her prophetic visions to anyone.”

“I’m not so sure,” Khaldun said. “She talked about things she’d seen in the scroll she left in Spanbrook.”

“That was different. She did that because she’d foreseen someone finding it and needed to manipulate them. And she knew it wouldn’t be read until long after her downfall. I’d imagine in life, she was much more secretive.”

“Perhaps. I’m more curious about her conjurnor. I always just assumed he probably died in the battle.”

“I doubt he survived very long,” said Mira. “The historian said Nyro took good care of him. I’m sure people would have regarded him as a traitor—his entire family, for that matter. They were Saliman’s descendants after all. And he was the one responsible for starting it all.”

“That’s true. He was the one who conquered the rest of the continent and established the empire, not Nyro.”

After their bath, Khaldun and Mira dried off and went to bed. They made love but wanted to get an early start for home the next morning, so didn’t stay up too late. As Mira started drifting off, though, there was a knock at the door. Slipping out of bed and donning her robe, she went to answer it.

“I’m sorry to disturb you,” said Siren, “you were sleeping. I can come back in the morning.”

“No, no, it’s all right. We only just turned in for the night. Please, come in.”

“Oh, hello,” Khaldun said, sitting up in bed and rubbing his eyes. With a wave of his hand, he lit the room’s oil lamps.

“I’ll be flying back to Okset in the morning,” she said, “assuming I don’t get lost along the way. As you’ve seen, Prince Kamari concerns himself only with the affairs of Shifar, ignoring the rest of the continent. But I grew up in the north, and it sure has been good getting some real news from you two these last few days. Would you be willing to stay in touch by mirror?”

“Yes, that would be lovely,” Mira said. “Will you get in trouble with the prince for this?”

“I don’t think so. He has no interest in establishing communication with the rest of the continent, but I doubt he’d mind my contacting the two of you now and then.”

“I’d be happy to set this up for you,” said Khaldun, “but I’m afraid we don’t have any spare mirrors.”

“I brought one,” she said, removing it from her robes. She walked over to the bed and handed it to Khaldun.

“I can connect it to several of the other princedoms’ mirrors as well, if you’d like,” he said.

“No, just yours,” said Siren. “The prince might object if I were talking to the whole continent. And besides, I haven’t met any of the others, so I’d feel a little shy contacting them out of the blue.”

“Understood,” he said with a chuckle. Mira fetched his mirror for him, and Khaldun performed the spells to connect it to Siren’s.

“Thank you so much,” she said, taking her mirror from him. “I’ll let you two lovebirds get back to, ah, sleeping,” she added with a sly grin on the way out the door.

Khaldun and Mira rose early and met Salerna, Azure, and Siren in the private dining room for breakfast. After that, they bade the princess farewell, and followed Azure up to the roof. Khaldun and Siren removed their carpets from the void, unfurling them on the ground. They said goodbye to Azure, thanking him for everything, then took their seats on their carpets. Mira strapped herself in as Siren lifted off, flying a slow circle around them.

“I’m not sure about this,” she said, fear in her eyes. “It’s a long way back to Okset.”

“You can do it, Siren!” said Mira. “We believe in you!”

“All right. Here it goes…”

Siren shot off to the south, her scream fading into the distance. Mira chuckled as Khaldun lifted off, setting out to the northwest. Around midday, they landed by the banks of the River Torsa to stretch and eat.

“You made it from Highgate to Spanbrook and back in the same night when you kidnapped Henry, didn’t you?” Mira asked.

“Yes, but I had Battleaxe with me then,” Khaldun reminded her. “Having a second sorcerer calling air makes an enormous difference. I’m not nearly as fast on my own.”

Mira nodded. She often found herself wishing she could do magic. Being a null was extremely useful in battle, but with her husband and the entire royal family all being mages, she sometimes felt left out. And always being a passenger when Khaldun and Allison could travel far and wide under their own power was humbling, too. Though she’d probably scream like Siren, just once, Mira wished she could fly a carpet on her own.

They resumed their journey and made it to Spanbrook before sunset. Heading inside, they found Allison and Jezebel in the private dining room with their daughters, just starting their meal.

“Welcome home,” Jezebel said, getting to her feet and embracing them each in turn. “Sit down, you must be starving.”

Mira and Khaldun took their usual seats at the table. Alanna and Leda demanded an immediate recounting of their journey, so they took turns telling the tale as they ate. They stopped short of discussing the historian’s chronicles and Keepstone’s dead elf, though. It would be best to contain some of that information, and the girls couldn’t be trusted to keep a secret.

After dinner, Jezebel invited Mira and Khaldun to the princesses’ chambers for a nightcap. Alanna and Leda complained about being left out, but only halfheartedly.

Five minutes later, Mira and Khaldun joined Jezebel and Allison in the fourth-floor master suite. They each took a seat at Jezebel’s private work table, and she poured them each a brandy. Once Allison had put the usual protective spells in place, Jezebel said, “Tell us about the historian’s book.” Mira and Khaldun spent the next several minutes recounting everything Azure had told them.

“Necromancy doesn’t work on the elves?” Allison said when they were done. “I’d imagine that must have been a nasty surprise for Nyro. Take that away, and she’s no stronger than Khaldun or me.”

“No stronger than you, maybe,” Khaldun muttered.

“Except for ghouls,” Jezebel said pensively. “Those could be useful if it comes to an invasion.”

“This changes our plan of last resort,” Khaldun said.

“Having you and Allison bind demons to become necromancers, you mean?” Jezebel said.

“Yes, us, or the university’s sorcerers.”

“That’s fine with me,” Mira said, taking a sip of her drink. “I would prefer never to see either one of you take that step.”

Allison had taught Khaldun how to summon a ghoul many years ago. Though he lacked the princess’s affinity with the spirit realm, and disliked using that type of magic, he was proficient enough to use the monsters in battle.

And although the university’s new governors had adopted a more pragmatic stance regarding necromancy, it was still best to keep information about its potential use a closely guarded secret. If some of the other princedoms were to learn that Spanbrook’s sorcerers possessed the spells necessary to become necromancers, it could bring trouble.

They discussed the ramifications of their new information for a little while. But Mira and Khaldun were tired from their journey, and they’d be rehashing it all in the privy council meeting first thing in the morning anyway. So, the two of them wished the princesses a good night and retired to their own chambers.

The next morning, Khaldun and Mira met the princesses, Captain Amari, Imani, Camilla, Gregor, Emma, and the provincial delegates in the privy council chambers. Jezebel called the meeting to order, and asked Mira and Khaldun to recount their journey. They took turns, focusing primarily on the elves in Blacksand and Keepstone, and the historian’s chronicles.

“Your Highness, I believe Prince Leto’s predictions will prove true,” Amari said when they were done. “I can see no other reason for the elves’ presence in Anoria. An invasion must be imminent.”

“Salerna has seen nothing in her looking glass,” Khaldun reminded them.

“You do not want to believe that the elves would attack us,” said Imani, “but you cannot allow your infatuation with them to color your judgment. Maybe they will invade, maybe not. Either way, it cannot hurt to prepare.”

“We are prepared,” Amari said. “Your armies stand ready to defend the princedom, Your Highness.”

Jezebel nodded. “We should have ample warning if they do land troops on the continent. We have mirrors in Northcoast, Rockport, and Blacksand, and any force heading here would have to come ashore at one of those princedoms.”

“Not necessarily,” said Imani. “Surely there are places along the shore where they could land unobserved from any of the port cities. And then we would have no warning.”

“It would make no sense for them to bypass the ports,” Amari retorted. “Any invasion force would need to establish a supply line before heading inland. And where else would they acquire those supplies? Anything they could possibly need passes through those ports.”

“Unless they had some reason to target Spanbrook specifically,” said Mira. Jezebel’s eyes snapped to hers at those words, and Mira could have sworn she saw fear there. But it passed after only a moment.

“If that were the case, there would be no reason to send scouts to Keepstone,” said Amari. “There is no quick overland route from there to here. I believe their aim will be to conquer all of Dorshire and use that as a launchpad to take the entire continent.”

“We could send someone to one of the watchtowers,” Khaldun suggested. “Using the seeing stone, we could scan the waters off the coast of Dorshire for an elvish fleet.”

“That’s not a bad idea,” Jezebel said pensively. “But there’s no telling how long it would take to complete such a search. The kingdom’s coastline extends for thousands of miles, and there’s no way to know how far off shore they would be.”

“Only Princess Allison or Khaldun could make such a journey in a reasonable amount of time,” said Imani. Allison shot her a withering look, and Mira failed to stifle a smile. “And with the discovery of elves in three different places now, it would be best to keep them here. Heaven knows we’ll need them if the elves do invade.”

They discussed the situation for another half hour, but ultimately decided there was nothing more to do but remain watchful. Jezebel would consider the idea of sending someone to the watchtower. She adjourned the meeting, but asked Allison, Khaldun, and Mira to stay behind. Once the others had departed, she put the protective spells in place, then retook her seat, but said nothing.

“What is it?” Allison asked, concern in her voice.

Jezebel took a deep breath. “When Khaldun summoned Nyro in his tower, right after we found the artifact hidden in the old castle, she recognized me.”

“I remember,” said Khaldun.

“The sight of me enraged her. Yet the only way she could have known me⁠—”

“Was through prophecy,” Allison finished for her.

“What if there is something significant about Spanbrook—or me?” said Jezebel. “Could Nyro be leading an elvish invasion force here just to destroy our princedom in an effort to alter some future outcome she foresaw?”

“There is something significant about Spanbrook,” Khaldun said. “Nyro grew up here. And we already know she saw someone here as a potential avenue to freedom. But that’s done, now.”

“And Amari’s right,” said Mira. “If Spanbrook alone were the target, there would be no reason to send scouts to Keepstone.”

Jezebel sighed. “You’re probably right. But I still don’t⁠—”

At that moment there were screams outside. The four of them got up and hurried to the windows. Down in the courtyard, people were shouting and running toward the castle entries. Gazing up at Khaldun’s tower, Mira spotted the cause of the alarm.

“DRAGON!” she said.

One of the beasts had landed on the tower roof. It raised its snout to the sky and roared.

“What in the hell is that doing here?” Jezebel demanded, hurrying out of the council chamber.

Allison, Khaldun, and Mira followed her. As the four of them emerged from the castle, the dragon leaped into the air. Mira was ready to expand her null around them at the first sign of flames. The beast circled the courtyard once before landing in its center, roaring at the sky again. Mira had spotted a rider on its back, and now, he clambered off the animal as it lowered its head to the ground.

“Hold it right there,” Khaldun said as the man approached them. “Who are you and what do you want?”

“I apologize for causing alarm,” the man said, holding his ground and raising both hands in a gesture of peace. “Our chieftain sent me here to deliver a message.”

“Go ahead,” said Khaldun. “We’re listening.”

“I was directed to deliver my message only to the Lady Mira.”

“I’m here,” Mira said, moving up to stand next to Khaldun.

“My instructions are to speak with you and no one else,” he said apologetically.

Mira turned to Jezebel; she nodded. Opening her channels of power and extending her null only far enough to protect herself, Mira approached the man. “What is your message?”

“Perhaps there is somewhere more private we could go,” he suggested, gazing around at their surroundings.

Mira spotted people looking out many of the windows.

“My office,” Jezebel said.

“Right this way,” Mira said to the man.

He turned to his dragon for a moment. The beast roared, then turned, taking several steps before extending his wings and taking off. He landed on the tower again.

Mira led the man into Jezebel’s office. “Well, let’s hear it,” she said, sitting against the front edge of the desk.

“Lady Mira, I am Kashi of the dragon lords. Our chieftain, Lavinia, has sent me here to find you.”

“Lavinia?” Mira said suspiciously. “Vano is the chieftain.”

“Vano has passed away. Lavinia is his daughter.”

Salerna had sent Azure to contact the dragon lords not long after Fosland’s defeat. But when he approached their lands, they tried shooting him out of the sky with dragon fire. He’d barely escaped with his life.

Knowing how effective the dragons had been in the battle, Jezebel decided it was worth another attempt. She’d sent Khaldun and Mira to try making contact. Not wanting to suffer the same fate as Azure, they’d taken his carpet only as far as the highlands north of the Forsaken Hills, then made the crossing through the Anthars on foot.

Vano’s people found them as they approached their aeries on the eastern side of the mountains. They’d tried incinerating them with dragon fire, but Mira had used her null to protect them—dragon fire was magical. Mira and Khaldun had allowed themselves to be captured and interrogated, knowing that was likely the only way they’d ever meet the leader. Their captors told them that the chieftain never met with outsiders. But that very night, Vano had come to see them. Old and stooped, leaning on his wizard’s staff for balance, he took one look at Mira before inviting the two of them to dine with him.

Once inside his hall, he’d ordered the rest of his people to leave. And with only Khaldun and Mira present, his appearance had transformed. He straightened and his skin turned golden.

“You’re a sorcerer,” Khaldun had said with a gasp. “But your eyes⁠—”

“Aye, my eyes are normal,” he’d said, taking his seat at the head of the table, still moving like an old man. “Our people belong to no princedom, so the university has no jurisdiction here—though they must think they do. My parents hid me away after I transformed. And since my father’s passing over two centuries ago, I have reigned as chieftain.”

Before Khaldun or Mira could broach the topic of an alliance, Vano explained that Henry had sent Dredmort and a red-haired witch to kidnap his son. They’d threatened to kill him unless Vano agreed to send dragons to support them in their war against the other princedoms. Vano had always kept his people—and his dragons—out of the princedoms’ affairs. But he explained that his children were his weakness. He’d agreed to send one rider with four dragons in exchange for his son’s life.

In the end, Vano’s son never returned. Salerna had sent people to the Darkhold to determine what had become of him. They’d discovered that Henry had ordered him executed the same night that his people infiltrated the university.

Mira and Khaldun had explained to Vano what happened with Nyro, and asked if he’d be willing to join their alliance. He’d demurred, saying that “until the end of the world,” he would never allow his dragons to participate in another war. They’d taken his answer back to Princess Jezebel, but kept the fact of his being a sorcerer a secret, even from her.

“Chieftain Vano was a good man,” Mira said to Kashi. “I’m terribly sorry for your loss.”

“Lady Mira, Chieftain Lavinia has requested that you come to visit her. She wanted me to tell you that ‘the end of the world might be upon us.’ She said you would know what that means.”

Mira gasped, recalling the old chieftain’s words. “I would very much like to visit again. But Princess Jezebel would have to approve, of course.”

“Could we ask her now? Darkwing will need to rest—we’ve flown almost non-stop these last two days. But you and I could depart first thing in the morning. The chieftain is very eager to meet you.”

Mira led him back out to the courtyard. They found Princess Jezebel conferring with Emma, Khaldun, and Allison. Mira asked her if they could speak in private for a moment. Leaving Kashi with the others, Mira followed the princess back into her office. Jezebel took a seat behind her desk, and Mira sat across from her, telling her about the chieftain’s request.

“Intriguing,” Jezebel said. “Do you think this means she’s ready to commit to an alliance?”

“I never met Lavinia, so it’s hard to say. But the wording of her message certainly makes me think so.”

“If we are facing an invasion, I would very much like to have the dragons on our side. I think you should go. But I don’t want to send you alone with this messenger. Khaldun should go with you again.”

“Yes, I would prefer that as well,” Mira said.

Mira went to get Allison and Khaldun. Once inside Jezebel’s office, they explained the situation to them. The two of them agreed that this opportunity was too great to pass up, so they returned to the courtyard to give Kashi the news.

“Terrific,” he said. “Darkwing and I will be happy to fly with you. And the chieftain will be pleased with your decision.”

“Will you join us for dinner this evening?” Jezebel asked.

“I think not,” he replied apologetically. “Darkwing would become anxious in my absence; I have brought enough food for a few more days. She needs to hunt, so I will take her into the wild north of here to make sure she doesn’t eat any of your people’s livestock. We will return here at dawn.”

“Where will you sleep?” Allison asked. “We do have guest accommodations you could use.”

“Thank you, but I will sleep under the stars with Darkwing.”

Kashi turned, holding up one arm. The dragon roared, leaping into the sky, swooping once around the courtyard, and landing only feet away. The man bade them farewell as the beast lowered his head to the ground again. He climbed up to his perch on its shoulders, and it took off again, disappearing beyond the castle walls.

“Well, my lord and lady,” Emma said with a grin. “It looks like you’ll be traveling again. I’ll prepare your food and supplies.” She hurried off.

Mira and Khaldun spent the next couple of hours training with Allison. Princess Jezebel insisted that they all keep their combat skills sharp, herself included. So she and the mages all scheduled time with Allison every week. Mira had learned to wield a long sword in her youth, but had no natural talent for combat. But given her inability to perform magic, the training was particularly useful for her.

Today, however, she was not at her best. She couldn’t stop thinking about going to see the dragon lords again, and her lack of concentration showed. Were it not for her leather suit, Khaldun would have skewered her repeatedly.

Mira and Khaldun returned to their chambers when they were done. They bathed together, then Mira got dressed and went to meet Leda and Alanna in the library for their lesson. That evening, she gathered with Khaldun, Emma, and the royal family for dinner in the keep. The meal was delicious as always, and the wine was making her sleepy. She was ready to turn in early before their journey the next morning.

But as they were preparing to head upstairs, there was a commotion outside. Mira followed Jezebel and Allison out to the courtyard to see what was going on. She spotted a man on horseback trying to get past the guards. But as they moved closer she realized who it was.

“Father!” said Jezebel, running over to him. Mira was surprised to see him; she knew Robert avoided the castle as much as possible. “What are you doing here?”

“Your Highness,” he said, removing his hat and nodding to her. “I came as quickly as I could. We found them lurking about the homestead. You’d better send someone.”

“Found whom?”

“The elves, Jezebel!”


Chapter 7
The Dragon Lords


“How many elves?” Jezebel demanded. “And where exactly did you see them?”

“I saw three,” said Robert. “Creeping around the barn. They disappeared when they saw me. I hurried into the house to alert your mother, then came straight here.”

“You left mother there?” Jezebel said.

“She barred the door; she’ll be all right.” Jezebel frowned at him, and he added, “You know Vivien. I never could have gotten her to come with me.”

“You’re right, of course,” she said, nodding. She told one of the guards to lower the gates and raise the drawbridge.

“Hold on,” said Robert. “Let me get out of here before you button the place up.”

“You’ll be safer here,” Jezebel said.

“It’s my home, Jez. That’s where I belong.”

She agreed reluctantly, and he rode off, heading out of the castle. “Go,” she said to Allison, Khaldun, and Mira. “Do whatever you can to capture one of them alive. It’s time to get some answers.”

The three of them hurried up to their chambers to change into their armor. Mira donned her sword belt, grabbed her daggers, and ran up to the roof with Khaldun, right behind Allison. They pulled their carpets out of the void, unfurled them, and took their seats. Allison took off while Mira was still strapping herself in, then Khaldun shot off behind her.

Though it was growing dark already, the sorcerers knew the terrain well, Allison in particular. They reached the Barclay farm in no time, setting down by the barn. Khaldun started by the door, holding out his hands to detect any magic.

“Someone cast an invisibility spell here recently, but I sense no trail.”

Allison held out both arms, her hands glowing. The earth around them trembled, and a shadow rose from the ground, taking human shape, and engulfing Allison. Mira hated it when she summoned demons. She’d witnessed it more times than she could count, but it still sent a chill down her spine every time. The shadow disappeared and Allison closed her eyes. Moments later, she opened them, saying, “There are three elves out at Rockhedge. Let’s go!”

They retook their seats on their carpets and took off, flying over the Devil’s Wood and staying close to the treetops. Reaching the standing stones in their clearing, they circled the area once, but Mira couldn’t see anyone. Suddenly, Allison’s carpet dropped—she called air to cushion her landing. Khaldun set down, and he and Allison tucked their carpets into the void, pulling out their weapons.

Three jets of fire shot at them from across the clearing; Mira canceled them. Then she canceled the invisibility spell hiding the elves. There were three—two with weapons and one without, presumably two warriors and a mage. The warriors charged.

“Expand your null,” Khaldun told her. “We don’t want their mage interfering.”

Mira opened her channels of power, allowing her null to engulf the entire site. She could sense the three elves by their magic. Their power felt more ethereal than that of human mages, as if it were woven into their surroundings. Much like a demon’s, in fact. The mage stood out simply by virtue of being stronger.

Allison engaged the warriors, her swords moving like a whirlwind. In seconds, one elf was lying dead on the ground, and she’d disarmed the second. She had him face down in the dirt, pinning him with one knee.

Their mage ran, faster than any human, disappearing among the trees. Khaldun and Mira gave chase, but they’d lost sight of him in the dark. Khaldun could find no trail, and even with her null at its maximum size, Mira had lost him. They returned to the clearing to find Allison’s elf lying unconscious on her carpet.

“Let’s get this one back to the castle,” she said.

They flew back to Castle Barclay, landing in the courtyard. Amari had mustered the troops, and they’d formed ranks, establishing a defensive perimeter around the castle. Allison and Khaldun tucked their carpets into oblivion, and Allison called air to move the prisoner inside the castle and down to the dungeons. Mira had told one of the guards to alert Princess Jezebel to their return, and she joined them moments later.

Once Allison had moved the elf into a cell, she closed the door, producing a key to lock it. She canceled her knockout spell to revive him, then Mira extended her null to make sure he couldn’t use magic against them.

The elf got to his feet, taking in his new surroundings for a moment, then regarded them with a defiant expression. The sight of him took Mira’s breath away; this was her first good look at him. His perfect skin, toned body, and piercing eyes alone set him apart from any human she’d ever seen. But more than that, he projected a vibrant energy, as if he were more alive than any Anorian she’d ever met. The physical attraction she felt rivaled what she’d experienced around Allure.

“What are your people doing in Anoria?” Allison demanded.

The elf clenched his jaw and stared beyond them.

“Do you understand me?” she asked.

“We speak your putrid tongue,” he said.

“Tell me why you’re here.”

“You brought me here. You tell me.”

Allison sighed. Turning to Mira, she said, “I need magic.”

Mira closed her channels of power, extinguishing her null.

Holding out one hand, Allison cast a spell. The elf’s expression went blank.

“Why are your people in Anoria?” Allison asked again.

“The supreme leader commands it.”

“Who is the supreme leader?”

“Estrid the Conqueror.”

Allison shot Jezebel an inquisitive look, but she only shrugged.

“Who is Estrid?” Allison asked the elf.

“Our supreme leader.”

“Yes, so I’ve come to understand. But where did she come from?”

“Drengrvollr.”

“Which is where?”

“The westernmost kingdom.”

“Estrid is an elf?”

“Yes, of course.”

“And why did he send you here?”

“The supreme leader is female.”

Allison sighed. “All right, why did she send you here?”

“To gather information.”

“About what?”

“The powers that govern your lands.”

“And what information specifically?”

“Your military and thaumaturgic capabilities.”

“Are your people going to invade Anoria?”

“Yes.”

“When?”

“I do not know.”

“What is the purpose of the invasion? Is your supreme leader planning to conquer us?”

“No. She wants to exterminate you.”

Allison fixed Jezebel with a gaze, her eyes wide.

“When did Estrid come to power?” Jezebel asked him.

“She became our supreme leader four years ago.”

“And what does that title mean, exactly? Supreme leader?”

“She rules over all the elven kingdoms.”

“But she came from Drengrvollr?”

“Yes.”

“When did she come to power there?”

“Fourteen years ago.”

“And then she conquered the rest of your continent?”

“Yes.”

Jezebel took a deep breath. “I think we’re done here,” she said to Allison.

With a wave of her hand, Allison enclosed the cell in glowing, golden energy. She canceled the spell making the elf susceptible to suggestion.

The elf’s eyes went wide, and he looked back and forth between Allison and Jezebel for a moment. “Our people will slaughter every last one of you! Your kingdoms will burn!”

Jezebel ignored him, ushering the rest of them back upstairs. “We’ll keep him under heavy guard,” she told them once they reached the main level. “Allison’s spell will ensure no one else’s magic can penetrate his cell, inward or outward.”

“Why would their supreme leader want to exterminate our people?” Mira asked.

“I don’t know,” Jezebel said, shaking her head. “But her initial rise to power took place soon after Nyro’s liberation. I find it difficult to believe that’s a coincidence.”

“I would have to agree,” said Allison. “I believe the three we encountered tonight must be scouts, like the ones that have turned up elsewhere. But I should fly a patrol around our borders to make sure there are no additional forces headed this way.”

“I’ll go with you,” said Khaldun.

“No,” said Jezebel. “You need your rest before the two of you fly east tomorrow. But I’ll have Emma check in with Rockport and make sure no armies have come ashore.”

Khaldun and Mira headed up to their chambers, disrobed, and went to bed. He drifted off right away, but Mira couldn’t sleep. She couldn’t understand the hatred she’d seen in the prisoner’s eyes. He wanted all of their people dead. But why? They hadn’t had contact with the elves in centuries. What reason could they have for seeking their extermination?

Nyro had to be behind it. But how? Could Estrid the Conqueror be Nyro? She’d possessed Syllith before passing through the portal she’d created. Could she have gone to Drengrvollr, used an illusion spell to make herself look like an elf, then proceeded to conquer their entire continent?

This all sounded so unlikely. Nyro would have been starting with nothing. Syllith was naked when she moved through the portal, for heaven’s sake. How could Nyro have conquered an entire continent—using Syllith’s body the whole time—without even having any clothes on her back? And if she’d been possessing Syllith all this time, using an illusion spell to masquerade as an elf, wouldn’t someone detect the ruse? Most of the elves couldn’t detect static magic, but the mages would. Could Nyro have avoided every elvish mage for fifteen years?

Mira had a feeling Nyro must have found some other way to pull this off. She couldn’t imagine what it might be, but felt certain she had to be behind this invasion somehow.

Khaldun roused her before dawn. She didn’t remember dozing off, but didn’t feel like she’d slept more than a few hours. They met Jezebel, Allison, and Emma in the dining room for a quick breakfast. Rockport hadn’t reported anything amiss, and Allison had found no armies on her patrol of their lands. Jezebel was planning to hold an emergency privy council meeting later that morning, but it didn’t seem they were under attack just yet.

Heading out to the courtyard with Khaldun, Mira spotted Darkwing flying in from the west. She circled once before landing only yards away from them. After shaking her head like a dog, she lowered it toward them, sniffing them.

“Don’t be afraid,” Kashi called down to them. “I’ve let her know that you’re friends and you’ll be flying with us today.”

Mira trembled with fear as the dragon nudged her with her snout. She’d never been so close to one of these beasts, but this one almost seemed like she wanted to play.

The dragon reared suddenly, lifting her head to the sky and roaring. Mira backed away in surprise, nearly falling over.

“She’s eager to get underway,” Kashi told them.

“We’re ready,” Khaldun replied.

He removed the carpet from the void, laying it out on the ground. The two of them took their seats, and Mira strapped herself in as Khaldun tucked their packs into the void. After that, they lifted off, shooting into the sky. The dragon followed, catching them with ease.

They flew for several hours before touching down in a field somewhere in eastern Newberry to take a rest. Mira stretched for a minute, then they ate lunch with Kashi. The dragon gamboled around the field, chasing the occasional bird, before dropping onto her back and rolling around, reminding Mira of nothing more than a cat.

“She seems so playful,” she said. “Nothing like the ones we encountered during the Battle of Highgate.”

“Darkwing’s one of our younger dragons,” Kashi said. “But the ones you met enjoy playing, too. Of course, you probably didn’t see that side of them then.”

“Hardly,” Mira muttered.

“It’s my understanding that a dragon is fiercely loyal to its rider, and will allow no one else to fly them,” Khaldun said. “Is that true?”

“Aye, it is,” Kashi said. “Most dragons never take any rider. But the ones who do form a bond with only one human that lasts a lifetime. In some instances, a dragon will bond with a new human if their rider passes away, but it’s almost always with someone in the same family. A spouse or offspring.”

“You’re not a mage, though,” said Mira. “For some reason, I thought riders controlled their dragons through magic.”

Kashi chuckled. “I don’t think anyone controls a dragon. They’re pretty independent-minded. But no, it’s not magic. At least, it’s not human magic. When a dragon bonds with a human, they touch your mind.”

“You communicate with her?” Mira asked, surprised that such a thing was possible.

“Not in words,” Kashi said. “It’s more like feelings, or images. When I took her to hunt last night, I showed her a picture of the forest in my mind, and imagined her making a kill.”

“She can see your thoughts, then?” Khaldun asked.

“Aye, and I can see hers. Not all the time, though. Only when she’s got something she wants to tell me. And I’m pretty sure that’s how it works both ways.”

“The rider who participated in the Battle of Highgate was a mage, though,” said Mira.

“He was one of our few,” Kashi said. “Chieftain Vano only sent him because he knew he’d encounter magic in the battle. It was a shame to lose him. Ephraim was a good friend.”

Learning his name saddened Mira. He’d always been some faceless, nameless rider in her memory. But knowing his name and that he’d only fought them because Henry’s people had blackmailed their chieftain into helping his war effort made him human in her memory.

They took off again, crossing the River Mayne just before sunset. They landed again, making camp in a meadow far from any settlements. It was cold here, and Mira was glad Emma had packed their furs; she hadn’t given the weather much thought. Khaldun got a fire going while Mira set up their tent.

The three of them sat up for a few hours, eating and sharing tales by the fire. Darkwing had curled up nearby. Mira and Khaldun went to sleep in their tent, but Kashi chose a spot near his dragon, lying down in the grass. As Mira was about to close the flaps, she saw the beast move one wing to cover her rider.

Early the next morning, they got underway again. After a short rest in the highlands north of the Forsaken Hills, they reached the Anthars. Kashi led the way across the mountains, and a little before sunset, his people’s aeries came into view as they passed over the eastern slopes. Most of them were little more than caverns, some naturally-occurring, with others dug out of the rock long ago. But there was one structure built upon a rocky outcrop. It looked like the ruins of an ancient castle, and that was where the chieftains of the dragon lords had made their home for many lives of men. Far below the castle, Mira spotted a basin in the mountainside, as if someone had carved a bowl out of the rock. She knew from her last visit that they used that area as a corral to train new dragons. But new mothers also kept their hatchlings there, as it provided some shelter from the wind.

Kashi landed Darkwing in the building’s courtyard and clambered off his mount. Khaldun touched down nearby, and he and Mira got to their feet and stretched.

“Wait here for a moment,” Kashi told them, “and I’ll let Chieftain Lavinia know we’ve arrived.”

He hurried into the building, and Darkwing took off, probably going to hunt. Khaldun rolled up their carpet, tucking it into the void.

Kashi returned a few minutes later. “The chieftain will see you now. Please, come with me.”

He led them into the castle, to a room that had probably been the great hall. There were long wooden tables here, but this section of the building had no roof. Kashi led them to the far end of one table, where there was a pitcher of wine and three glasses.

“Please, have a seat, and she will be here shortly.”

Kashi left the room, and Khaldun and Mira each took a seat. Only moments later, a woman with wild blond hair walked in. She wore furs and thick boots. Khaldun and Mira got to their feet, but she walked past them, sitting at the head of the table.

“Wine?” she asked, pouring herself a glass.

“Sure,” Khaldun said with a shrug. Mira nodded.

The woman poured them each a glass, drank hers, and then refilled it. Sitting back in her chair, she said, “It was my father’s dying wish that I invite you here, Lady Mira. Many years ago, long before that Foslander son of a bitch ascended to his throne, he had a dream about a wayfarer woman coming to our aeries. And when you visited the first time, he knew you were the woman from his vision.”

“He was a sorcerer,” Khaldun said. “It’s not uncommon for our kind to have prophetic dreams.”

“Aye. Well, as you know, we typically kill trespassers. I only decided to let you live when I realized you were a null. My father had never told me about his dream, so I didn’t know he’d want to meet you.”

“Why did that change your mind?” Khaldun asked.

“Nulls aren’t exactly common, are they? I was curious.”

“But either one of us could have canceled the dragon fire the normal way,” Mira said. “How could you have known I was a null?”

“Because I tried to incinerate you, too,” she said, pulling a wand from her furs and laying it on the table. “And that didn’t work, either, even though neither one of you cast a counter-spell.”

“You’re a witch,” Khaldun said, pointing out the obvious.

“Yes, I am. And it’s a good thing my spell failed that day. In that first vision, my father saw you becoming a dragon rider… and the leader of our people.”

“What?” said Mira, startled by this revelation.

“My reaction exactly,” Lavinia said, taking a long drink. “Members of my family have led the dragon lords since the beginning. My brother should have taken the mantle next, but as fate would have it, it’s fallen to me. And I’m not willing to give it up.”

“Then I don’t understand,” said Mira. “Why did you invite me here now?”

The chieftain took a deep breath. “Because my father had a second vision that he never told me about until his final days. It was a dream of Anoria burning, all of its princedoms falling. Now, we don’t care much for the affairs of the rest of the continent. But he saw our people dying, too. All of us.”

“The end of the world,” Mira muttered.

“Yes. He believed he’d live to see it. But only a few nights before he passed, he had those two dreams again. My father knew he was dying, and he believed the end of days would be coming soon. He made me promise to bring you here.”

“What did he want me to do now that I’m here?” Mira asked.

Lavinia said nothing for a moment, finishing her wine. “I think he wanted me to meet you. To evaluate you, perhaps, as a potential leader. And I’ll be honest, I was curious. What was it about you that made him believe you’d be a better chieftain than I?”

“I assure you, I have no desire to supplant you,” Mira said. “I don’t know the first thing about dragons, and I don’t belong here. I am not one of your people, and I have a home that I do not wish to leave. But… your father might be right about it being the end of the world.”

Mira and Khaldun spent a few minutes telling her about the elves.

“Nyro,” she said when they were done. “The ancient demon, rising out of legend. These are ill tidings, indeed. Perhaps my father’s visions were true, after all. But I’m not sure how you fit into them.”

“I am no dragon lord,” said Mira. “But we would like to establish an alliance between our people and yours. If an invasion is imminent, and it does seem like this is what your father foresaw, Anoria could use the dragon lords’ help.”

Lavinia sat back in her chair, taking a deep breath, and steepled her fingers together. “I will have to consider this. This may be what my father intended. But I am chieftain now, and Anoria does not yet burn.”

“Perhaps we could agree to stay in communication,” Khaldun said, pulling a small mirror out of the void and placing it on the table. “I’ve connected this to my own. If the elves do attack, we could use this to contact you. Then, perhaps, you would consider coming to our aid.”

Lavinia nodded, taking the mirror and examining it. “That is acceptable.” She got to her feet. “The hour is growing late. You are welcome to dine with us and spend the night in our aeries. Our newest hatchlings will be going to sleep by now, but in the morning, I will take you to see them before you depart.”

“I would enjoy that very much,” Mira said, standing up with Khaldun. “Thank you, Chieftain Lavinia.”

The clans arrived, sitting down around the tables, and thirty minutes later, their feast was served. Mira learned that the clans took turns hunting and cooking. The food was delicious, and the wine plentiful. Mira grew full and drunk, and worried that she might fall as Kashi led them up to the caverns later that night. He explained that most of them were connected by a tunnel system that crisscrossed the interior of the mountain.

Mira and Khaldun had a cave to themselves. It was chilly, but Khaldun lit a fire, and they had their tent and their furs to keep them warm. The noise of the wind moving through the passage produced an eerie whistling sound, as if an invisible giant were playing an enormous flute.

“It’s interesting that Vano had a prophetic dream about me,” Mira said as they lay in their tent. “This proves it’s possible.”

“Yes,” Khaldun agreed. “Now that they know us, there’d be no reason for you to use your null here, unless the aeries were under attack. Vano must have foreseen an event when your channels of power would be closed.”

Mira slept well, dreaming that she was a dragon lord, riding her mount high above the mountains. The next morning, Khaldun and Mira ate with the clans, then Lavinia led them out of the castle. Gazing skyward, Mira gasped. There were dozens of dragons flying above the aeries, swooping and diving.

“Magnificent, aren’t they?” the chieftain said, following her gaze.

“Yes, they are,” Mira agreed. Suddenly, she spotted an enormous dragon moving into view above the highest peak, dwarfing the others. “That one is huge!”

“That’s Magna. He’s the sire of our crash, and he was my father’s.”

“I’m sorry, your crash?” Mira asked.

“It’s the term for a group of dragons. Although this is the last one in Anoria. Many centuries ago, it is said they filled the skies from Horn to Hido. But they are a dying breed.”

“Will Magna take another rider?” Khaldun asked.

“Probably not,” Lavinia said sadly. “My father bonded with him when he was only a boy. It would be unusual for a dragon to accept anyone else after so many years.”

“But your father was over two hundred years old,” said Mira.

“Aye. So is Magna. They were born on the same day, in fact.”

“I had no idea dragons were so long-lived,” said Khaldun.

“Most live over a century,” Lavinia replied. “Few make it to two hundred. Magna is the oldest dragon we’ve had in a thousand years, if the stories have it right.”

She led them down a steep and winding path to the corral. A low, stone wall formed a perimeter around the area’s upper rim. Gazing into the basin below, Mira spotted half a dozen hatchlings lying in what looked like giant bird’s nests. A full-sized dragon stood nearby, next to a woman Mira recognized from the meals they’d shared with the dragon lords.

“Would you like to meet one of the hatchlings?” Lavinia asked.

“Yes, I would love to,” said Mira.

“You’d better wait up here,” the woman added to Khaldun. “The mother will be extremely protective. They usually allow women to come close, but not men.”

“Yes, I think I’d better stay here,” Khaldun said.

Lavinia led Mira down a narrow flight of steps to the floor of the corral. As they crossed the basin, she held up one hand, giving the other dragon lord a signal. The woman led the mother dragon away from the hatchlings. “Malina is her rider,” she explained. “She should be able to keep her calm while we visit the hatchlings.”

Mira’s pulse quickened as they approached the nests, and she kept one eye on the mother. The dragon roared, but didn’t make any aggressive movements. As they reached the hatchlings, Mira realized they had feathers.

“Only the babies have them,” Lavinia said when Mira asked. “They lose them by the time they make their first flight.”

The hatchlings seemed timid; most had backed away to the other side of the nests. But one remained close, gazing at them curiously. Mira stepped closer, holding out one hand. The dragon waddled cautiously forward, sniffing her. But then it rubbed its head against her hand. Mira stroked him, giggling nervously. “I never thought I’d get to pet a dragon.”

“He likes you,” Lavinia observed.

Mira heard a rattling noise coming from his throat. “What is that sound?”

“He’s purring.”

“Like a cat?” Mira asked, shocked that such a fearsome animal would do this.

Lavinia nodded. “The adults do it sometimes, too. But only when they’re very relaxed. Usually right before going to sleep.”

Suddenly, the mother roared, startling Mira. She backed away from the hatchling, and it squawked at her.

“It’s all right,” said Lavinia. “She’s just letting you know the hatchling is hers.”

But the dragon reared, roaring again, and then charged toward them. Mira backed farther away from the nests, Lavinia with her, and would have bolted, but the woman said, “Don’t run.”

They’d put a good amount of distance between them and the hatchlings, but the dragon pursued them. It shot a jet of fire at them, but Mira canceled it before it could hit them.

“Mira!” Khaldun yelled. “Get out of there!”

“Come on,” Lavinia said, grabbing Mira by the arm and pulling her toward the steps.

It was too late. The dragon lunged, its jaw wide open, several rows of teeth gleaming in the morning sunlight. Mira covered her head with her arms, certain she was about to die.

But suddenly, there was an ear-piercing roar, and a second, much larger dragon landed on the first, flattening her head against the ground. Mira screamed, ignoring Lavinia’s warning and running for the steps.

Lavinia hadn’t moved. “Magna! Get off of her!”

The dragon sire stepped away from the mother, and she hurried over to her hatchlings. He roared, then turned to Mira. She was about to dash up the steps, but Magna held her gaze. Mira froze as he strode toward her. He stopped only a few feet away from her, lowering his head as if he were bowing.

Lavinia hurried over, staring at the dragon in awe. At that moment, he lifted his head and roared, before running several steps and taking to the air.

“I’ll be damned,” Lavinia muttered. “Did he communicate with you?”

“What? No…”

Lavinia nodded, but said nothing more. They hurried up the steps, and Khaldun held her tight.

“I thought I was about to lose you,” he said.

Mira returned his embrace, unable to stop shaking. Once she’d calmed down, the chieftain led them back up to the castle. She thanked them for coming, and promised she would consider providing assistance in the event of an invasion. Khaldun and Mira bade her farewell, and took off on their carpet.


Chapter 8
Old Friends


“It feels like taking me down there to meet the hatchling was some sort of test,” Mira told Khaldun as they flew. “A test that I failed.”

“Maybe she wanted to see if the dragon would bond with you. Her father foresaw you becoming their leader, so that probably was a test.”

“She asked me if the sire communicated with me.”

“Did he?”

“No. But how could he? I’m a null—no magic works on me.”

“I’m not sure that qualifies as magic,” Khaldun said. “They’re dragons, not people. Only people can do magic.”

“Their fire works magically, though,” Mira said. “Isn’t that what you told me?”

“Yes, I’d forgotten about that. When Henry’s forces attacked the university, the dragons’ fire weakened Cyclone’s shield spell. That wouldn’t happen with normal fire.”

“See? Dragons can work magic. I’d never be able to communicate with one.”

They rode in silence for a few minutes, then Khaldun said, “Why don’t we stop at the university? We can get a good meal, spend the night in a feather bed, and ask the governors about dragon magic. One of them is bound to have our answer.”

It was a two-day journey back to Spanbrook, so they’d have to stay somewhere that night. But their flight path would not take them near the university. “We can’t. We need to get back to Spanbrook as quickly as possible—the elves could attack any time now.”

“It’s not very far out of the way,” Khaldun said. “It might add an hour or two to our journey tomorrow, no more.”

Mira agreed. The nights were cold, and she would enjoy a hot meal and a feather bed. They could always communicate with the university by mirror, but it would be good to see their old friends again, too.

A few hours later, they stopped to rest and eat on the top of a mesa in the Forsaken Hills. Taking off again, they reached the university before sunset. When they reached the protective dome, Khaldun cast the spell to open a portal, closing it again once they’d flown through. They landed in front of the administrative buildings to find Allure teaching a young sorcerer. This was no one Mira recognized. She had long, black hair, and stood no taller than Allure.

Allure waved, but kept working with her student. They were practicing illusions, and as Khaldun and Mira watched, the sorcerer cast a spell creating an entire herd of sheep milling about the grounds. They finished the lesson a few minutes later.

“What brings you two back to the nest,” Allure asked, embracing them each in turn. Mira’s heart skipped a beat, and her breath caught in her throat when she touched her.

“We were on our way home from the dragon lords’ aeries, and figured we’d stop in to visit,” Khaldun said. “And we had a question for you.”

“Oh? What about?”

Mira told her about her experience with the dragons. “I was wondering if it would be possible for me to communicate with a dragon, given the existence of my null.”

“That’s a great question,” Allure said with a frown. “I’m afraid I don’t know much about dragons. We should ask Sage. If anyone knows, it would be her. Why don’t you two come home with me, and I’ll invite the others over for dinner?”

“That sounds wonderful,” Mira said with a smile.

They headed off toward the governors’ mansions. The university had rebuilt after Fosland’s attack all those years ago. The new mansions were all made of brick or stone, and they’d imbued the roofs with spells that repelled fire. They’d used those same spells to protect the library’s contents years earlier, which was the only reason their enormous collection had survived.

“Who’s the new sorcerer?” Khaldun asked.

“Her name is Fang,” Allure said.

“She’s a little young for a name change, isn’t she?” he said. “I haven’t even taken one yet.”

“No, that’s her given name,” Allure said. “She’s from a village in Kong.”

“You haven’t had many new sorcerers in recent years, have you?” asked Mira.

“She’s the first since Henry’s downfall.”

“Isn’t that strange?” Khaldun asked. “That’s a long time to go without any new ones.”

“Not really,” said Allure. “These things tend to go in spurts. We’ll get quite a few all at once, and then none for a long time.”

“Who’s her conjurnor?” Khaldun asked.

“I don’t know. It’s part of the new security measures we’ve put in place to make sure no one can do what Dredmort did to Allison. Fang doesn’t even know who her conjurnor is. Only Sage knows—she’s the one who performed her rite of binding.”

“Everyone still knows who the governors’ conjurnors are, though,” said Mira. “That’s easy, because they’re governors, too.”

“Not necessarily, anymore,” Allure said. “More than half of our conjurnors have passed away since the attack here. Steps were taken to reassign their heirs, and those people’s identities were kept from the rest of us. The conjurnors are no longer serving as governors; we’ve replaced them with the most senior non-sorcerer mages.”

“So, you don’t know who your conjurnor is anymore?” Khaldun asked.

“I do not.”

“Well, this should make it much tougher for someone to do what Dredmort did,” Mira observed. “It had become common knowledge that Dana was Allison’s conjurnor.”

They reached Allure’s house, and found Semblant inside, sitting at the dining room table, reading a book, and drinking wine from an enormous glass. He barely acknowledged Khaldun and Mira, but got up to embrace Allure.

She used her mirror to invite the other sorcerers to join them, and had her staff get to work preparing a feast. Khaldun and Mira sat down at the table, and Allure poured them each a glass of wine. Battleaxe and Mist showed up a few minutes later, greeting Khaldun and Mira much more amiably than Semblant had. Cyclone showed up soon after, and finally, Sage arrived. Semblant got up to greet her, and Mira was surprised to see that Sage was actually a little taller—not nearly as massive, though.

They all joined them at the table, and Allure made sure everyone’s wine glass was full. Then she told Sage about Mira’s question about the dragons.

Sage sat back in her chair, taking a long drink of her wine. “I don’t know. But I can make an educated guess.”

“Yes, please do,” said Mira.

“It’s important to point out that while your null eliminates any magic that comes in contact with it, it would be incorrect to say that you cannot have any interaction with magic.”

“Invisibility spells work as long as I contain my null inside of them, for example,” Mira said. “Same with shield spells. And I can use a mirror to communicate, as long as my channels of power are closed.”

“Yes, exactly. And if someone casts an illusion outside of your null, you can see it,” Sage said. “And of course, you can fly on Khaldun’s carpet, as long as you keep your null extinguished.”

“Because the magic doesn’t have to interact with me. His spells affect only the carpet, and from there, the usual forces of nature act on me.”

“Correct,” said Sage.

“But to communicate with a dragon, that magic would have to interact with me.”

“If that is magic,” Sage said. “We don’t know if it is or not. But I suspect that it is.”

“So, I’d never be able to communicate with one,” Mira said, feeling crestfallen.

“I didn’t say that,” said Sage, holding up one finger. “There are two fundamental types of magic. Thaumaturgic and sympathetic. Nearly all the spells with which you’re familiar qualify as thaumaturgy. Those are the ones that use the five magical forces.

“But sympathetic magic is different. I assume, for example, that you sense the same feelings around Allure as the rest of us?”

“Everyone does,” Allure said with a smile.

“Yes, I do,” Mira said with a giggle. “But that’s not magic, is it?”

“It is,” said Sage.

“But I feel the same thing around our master-at-arms, Imani,” said Mira. “Not as strong, perhaps, but she’s not even a mage.”

“The term ‘mage’ applies only to those who practice thaumaturgy,” said Sage. “It’s unusual, but it is possible for non-mages to perform sympathetic magic. Such is almost certainly the case with your master-at-arms.

“But Allure’s ability to read people also qualifies as sympathetic magic. She’s not using any of the magical forces when she does that.”

“That might explain how Nyro was able to communicate with us through the artifact,” said Khaldun. “Her magic shouldn’t have been able to penetrate the elvish barrier.”

“I am nearly certain that she used sympathetic magic to do that,” Sage said.

“So, if I’d been present for that, I would have seen and heard Nyro, too?” Mira asked. “It wasn’t an illusion spell?”

“Definitely not illusion, and yes, I do believe you would have seen the same thing as the others.”

“Well, we can put this theory to the test,” Allure said, getting to her feet and walking over to Mira.

“How?”

“If I can read you despite your null, then we know sympathetic magic works on you,” she said, taking Mira’s head in her hands and closing her eyes. Mira felt nothing, but Allure said, “You are fiercely loyal to your husband, Princess Jezebel, and her family. If necessary, you would die to protect them, and everything you’ve helped build for the last fifteen years. I sense no personal ambition in you—you have no desire for power or riches of your own.” Allure opened her eyes, gazing into Mira’s and keeping her hands on her for a moment longer. She caressed her face as she removed them. “Your people are lucky to have you, Lady Mira.”

Allure retook her seat.

“You read all of that in me?” Mira asked. Allure nodded. “So sympathetic magic does work on me.”

“And that means you most likely can communicate with a dragon,” Sage concluded.

“I didn’t, though. Which means Magna probably didn’t try to bond with me.”

“We’ve speculated that Nyro gained control of Syllith somehow when she hit her with that bolt of energy at the Temple of the Goddess,” said Khaldun. “And I’ve always wondered how Nyro could have done that through the elvish barrier. Could that have been sympathetic magic?”

“No, I do not believe so,” said Sage. “I’ve thought about this many times over the years. My research into the matter has proven fruitless because, of course, nearly every text about necromancy was destroyed during the purge. But the monks at the temple must have weakened the barrier there enough for Nyro to squeeze a small fragment of her soul through it in the form of that energy bolt.”

“So, essentially, she possessed Syllith?” Mira asked.

“Yes, but it couldn’t have been a full possession, of course,” said Sage. “It would have been only a splinter of Nyro’s essence embedded in the recesses of Syllith’s mind. I doubt she was even aware of it; she seemed to be in control whenever we saw her. Nyro would have exerted her power only when necessary, to force the events she needed to happen.”

“Like killing Warhammer and Enigma,” Allure said sadly.

“Yes, exactly,” Sage said. “Even a partial possession qualifies as necromancy, though, and that is a form of thaumaturgy.”

“It’s a shame Syllith’s going to go down in history as a traitor,” said Khaldun.

“Not here, she won’t,” said Sage. “I’ve made sure the governors and all of our other mages know the truth.”

“What about me?” Mist said. “Is what I do sympathetic magic?”

“Sugar, I don’t have the slightest idea,” Sage said, prompting laughter from the others. “There is no record of any other sorcerer doing what you do. Trust me, I’ve looked.

“But in all seriousness, what you do is shapeshifting. When you get right down to it, it’s not all that different from Semblant’s ability. No one’s ever transformed into a thick fog before, but that’s thaumaturgy. You’re using the magical force to do it.”

“But they’re only using the magic for the transformation itself,” said Mira. “Once they’ve changed, there’s no active spell, so my null doesn’t turn them back.”

“Exactly,” Sage said with a nod. “But it would prevent them from transforming.”

“How about prophecy?” asked Khaldun. “That must be thaumaturgy, right?”

Sage heaved a sigh. “I’m not entirely convinced prophecy is legitimate.”

“Only because you’ve never had a vision,” Allure said.

“No, because all the examples I know about turned out to be self-fulfilling in nature,” Sage retorted. “Nyro left the artifact in Spanbrook because she foresaw someone from Spanbrook liberating her one day. But someone was able to liberate her only because she left that artifact. Her actions made that possible, not her dream.

“That being said, I have spent quite a bit of time studying the phenomenon.”

“She’s writing a book about it,” Allure said in a stage whisper.

“Yes, I am,” Sage replied. “Sadly, there is nothing in our library about prophecy, so I intend to change that. There’s no way to know for sure, given the nature of prophetic visions, but I believe thaumaturgic magic resonates in time the same way it does in space.”

“You’re talking about the spell that can reveal magic that’s been performed in a given place,” Khaldun said.

“Yes, exactly,” Sage replied. “It leaves an echo in the space where it was performed. And if I’m right, it reverberates in time as well, making it possible for powerful mages to see those events before they happen.”

“It’s pure thaumaturgy, then,” Cyclone said.

“The effect is, yes,” said Sage. “But our perception of it must be sympathetic. Think about it—when you have a prophetic vision, you aren’t doing magic. You’re merely sensing the reverberations in time. Salerna’s looking glass should be the same.”

“So I would be able to see visions in the looking glass?” Mira asked.

“Yes, I believe so,” said Sage. “The water in that bowl is tuned to the vibrations of thaumaturgic magic taking place in the future—or in the present or the past. But it’s sympathetic magic that allows you to see those visions.”

“Salerna has noticed that the looking glass won’t show her events where I’m present,” said Mira. “She wasn’t able to foresee the battle with Fosland fifteen years ago, for example. We’ve assumed that’s because of my null. Do you think that’s right?”

“Certainly,” said Sage. “Your null shuts down thaumaturgic magic. So of course, it would also eliminate its reverberations through time, making the events around you invisible to prophetic visions as well as the looking glass.”

“But what if my channels of power are closed?” asked Mira. “If I were to show up somewhere without my null extended, could someone see that event in a prophetic dream?”

“I don’t see why not,” said Sage. “But most things that would be sufficiently significant to cause a prophetic dream would probably entail your use of your null. Like the Battle of Highgate. Mundane events that are historically insignificant don’t generally cause prophetic visions.”

“That’s exactly what we were thinking,” Khaldun said with a nod.

“But you would still be invisible,” Sage continued. “Only the events unfolding around you could be seen in prophecy.”

Mira frowned. “Chieftain Vano of the dragon lords told his daughter he had a dream of me coming to their aeries.”

“That shouldn’t be possible,” said Sage. “He saw you specifically?”

“No, Lavinia said only that it was a wayfarer woman,” Mira said.

“It must have been a normal dream,” Sage said, “and only a coincidence.”

“Another self-fulfilling prophecy,” Khaldun said. “Lavinia only summoned you because of her father’s dream.”

Mira nodded, but didn’t find that explanation entirely satisfying.

Dinner arrived a few minutes later, and they all talked and laughed as they ate. Mira felt at home here. It was the only place outside of Spanbrook that gave her that feeling. They weren’t family like the Barclays, perhaps, but these were her people. If circumstances ever forced her to leave Spanbrook, she knew she could be happy here.

Once they’d finished their meal, Cyclone asked, “What’s going on with the elves? We’ve been hearing about their scouts showing up in various princedoms in Dorshire.”

Khaldun and Mira spent a few minutes apprising them of the recent developments.

“Drengrvollr,” Allure said when they were done. “That name sounds familiar, but I can’t place it.”

Sage opened her mouth to reply, but Khaldun said, “It’s the western-most of the five elvish kingdoms. And historically, the most warlike.”

“Apparently I’m not the only scholar at the table,” said Sage. “Do you know the names of the other four?”

“Mestrland is the largest,” said Khaldun, “and the most populous. It occupies the south-central region of their continent. The kingdom possesses the greatest riches, and has advanced elvish culture more than any of the others. Their greatest musicians, artists, and mathematicians have all come from Mestrland. Ellrivollr lies to the east of that, and is said to be the oldest kingdom, where the very first elves resided in the forgotten years. Askaheimr occupies the northwest of the continent, where volcanoes fill much of the land. And Snaerverold lies to the east of that. Most of that kingdom is covered in perpetual snow, and the majority of its people live along the southern border. At least, those were the kingdoms around the time of Nyro’s fall, according to the texts I’ve read.”

“Very good,” Sage said, nodding appreciatively. “I’m impressed. You and I might be the only two people in Anoria who could name all five. But you’re right, we have no idea if the geopolitical situation on their continent still looks the same today.”

“It sounds to me like someone’s a little infatuated with the elves,” Battleaxe said with a knowing grin. “We’ve all heard the stories. Are they as beautiful as they say?”

“More,” said Mira. “We’ve seen only one living one up close, but the experience took my breath away. The most physically attractive person I’ve ever met.”

“Uh-oh, Khaldun has some competition,” Battleaxe said.

“No, never,” Mira said, taking her husband’s hand and leaning over to kiss him on the cheek. “Perhaps if I were unmarried, though…”

The others chuckled.

“It’s a tragedy, though,” said Khaldun. “For years, I’ve wished I could meet the elves. Learn from them, and experience their culture. But now it seems we’ll only face them across a battlefield. I don’t understand it. They were the ones who helped Anoria defeat Nyro. Why do they attack us now?”

“Nyro must be behind it somehow,” said Sage. “They’ve shown no interest in this continent or our people in centuries. I can imagine no other explanation.”

“Well, beautiful or not, if they do invade, you can count on the university to help,” said Battleaxe. “We will not stand by and allow Nyro to conquer Anoria again.”

The others voiced their agreement, and they drank a toast to victory.

Khaldun and Mira stayed up late, sitting by the fireplace with Battleaxe and Mist, drinking mead and chatting about recent events. Although the threat of invasion filled Mira with dread, Battleaxe seemed eager to meet the elves in battle. “Combat is my thing,” she said with a shrug when Mira asked her about this. “The elves are supposed to have the greatest warriors the world has ever seen. I’m keen to test my mettle against them.”

That night, Mira and Khaldun stayed in Allure’s guest room. The next morning they rose early, sitting down for breakfast with their host. Semblant wasn’t present, so they bade Allure farewell, and returned to Spanbrook. They flew all day, stopping a couple of times to rest, and reached Castle Barclay late that night. Khaldun didn’t normally like risking a nighttime flight, but he knew the terrain around their princedom very well.

The following morning, they sat down for a meeting with Jezebel, Allison, and the rest of the privy council. They reported what they’d learned from the dragon lords, and told them that the university was ready to assist in the coming battles.

“Excellent,” said Jezebel when they were done. “Their aid will undoubtedly prove invaluable.”

“Have we heard any more news about the invasion?” Khaldun asked.

“We have not,” Jezebel said with a sigh. “But I’m afraid we do have some bad news to report.”

Emma pulled out her mirror, gazed into it for a moment, then excused herself and hurried from the room.

“Our prisoner took his life last night,” said Allison. “He’d tried to escape a couple of times when I opened his cell for the staff to provide him food and water, but I was able to stop him. So, last night, he used strips he tore from his clothing to hang himself.”

“Were you able to get any more useful information out of him?” asked Mira.

“No, I think he told us everything he knew that first night,” said Allison. “He was a foot soldier, unaware of his leaders’ plans.”

Emma returned, her expression horrified as all eyes turned to her. “Your Highness, Rockport is under attack. The steward reports that their lookouts spotted enormous ships with black sails approaching their coast. Princess Jelena mobilized her troops. The invading elves have come ashore, and Rockport’s forces have engaged them, but their numbers are sure to overwhelm them. The steward estimates at least ten thousand warriors have disembarked from the ships.”

“We have to send aid,” Jezebel said.

“I’ll go,” said Allison, pushing back from the table.

“No, we need you here,” said Jezebel, taking her hand. “The elves are sure to march here next, and may have a force already underway. Khaldun and Mira, I would like the two of you to go to Rockport. Render what assistance you can, but do not take any unnecessary risks. We will not sacrifice you to save a foreign princedom.”

“Learn as much as you can about the enemy,” said Amari. “The number and strength of their mages, and what tactics they use against Rockport.”

“And try to ascertain who commands them,” said Jezebel. “I’m sure Nyro wouldn’t lead an individual campaign herself, but it could be one of her Sacred Circle.”

“We’ll get underway immediately, Your Highness,” said Khaldun, as he and Mira got to their feet.

They left the council chamber, hurrying back to their chambers. Once they’d donned their leather armor under their mage’s robes, and Mira her sword belt, they returned to the courtyard. Khaldun removed his carpet from the void, unfurling it on the ground. Moments later, they soared high above Spanbrook, heading north.


Chapter 9
Flashback


Syllith leaned over the railing, retching noisily, but she’d emptied her stomach’s contents hours ago. She held on for dear life as the ship rose and fell like nothing more than a cork in the massive waves, heaving unproductively once more. Finally, she collapsed on the deck, shivering in the cold, her soaked robes providing no warmth. The captain’s mage had told her they’d managed to avoid the worst of the storm, but she couldn’t imagine a sea rougher than this. Or didn’t want to, at least.

They’d been at sea for weeks already, and thankfully, this was the first storm they’d encountered. Though she’d never spent much time on the water, Syllith’s stomach had been fine until this.

After a few more hours, the waves diminished, the rain became a light drizzle, and the wind subsided. Syllith’s stomach calmed along with the weather, so she made her way back to her quarters. Someone had left her dinner, which she ate hungrily. As a mere human, the elves didn’t consider her fit to join them at table, but she was thankful they provided her food at all. She’d gone without for days at a time on many occasions since leaving Anoria.

Stripping out of her drenched clothing, Syllith stared down at her body; she could hardly believe the change. After years of captivity, she’d looked like no more than skin and bone. The fleshy parts of her had diminished to nothing, including her breasts, which had grown flat. She’d never spared much thought for her physical appearance, but many had told her she was beautiful. After her imprisonment, she’d doubted anyone would offer her such praise.

But after only a few weeks on this godforsaken boat, her body was recovering. Her figure looked more feminine, and her breasts were growing. Not that their food was all that plentiful, or tasty, but it was more than she’d eaten in many long years.

Years of starvation had done nothing to her scars. The way they overlapped, she’d never been able to tell how many there were. At least five or six, each from a knife wound to her chest. She shuddered with the memory of that experience, foggy though it was.

Syllith lay down in her bed, pulling the blankets over her, trying to eliminate her chill. In the past, she would have cast an air spell to dry her robes and warm herself up, but now, she lacked the skill. She chuckled derisively at the thought: a mage who could do no magic.

Since starting this hellish voyage, she’d tried rekindling her abilities. Normally, the power would be transferred from a mage’s wand or staff after their transformation into a sorcerer. But Syllith’s staff had been left behind in Anoria. And Nyro had shown no interest in helping her regain her magic. In fact, she suspected she’d taken steps to prevent it from coming back. But she’d made some small progress since boarding the ship. Only a spark of flame here and there. And once, she’d been able to create a little whirlpool in her tea.

After fifteen years, her magic should have returned, even without the spell that would relinquish the power from her staff. Normally, this would take weeks or months. Nyro must have done something to inhibit the process. But Syllith feared another possibility. The demon had triggered her transformation unnaturally. She never would have become a sorcerer on her own. What if undergoing the metamorphosis this way meant that her powers would never return?

No, that couldn’t be the case. If it were, even the tiny results she’d achieved these last few weeks would have been impossible. She wouldn’t let herself lose faith.

As she lay there, memories of that fateful night came flooding back, as they did so often. At first, she tried to block them out of her mind, but it was futile. There was no escape. Sobs racked her to the core as she recalled uttering Enigma’s true name. That had been Nyro’s doing, not hers, but she’d used her lips, her tongue, and her voice to speak the spell’s words. Syllith had no choice but to watch in horror through her own eyes as the love of her life utterly ceased to exist. Not even as a demon could he come back.

The pain was too much to bear, and since gaining her freedom, Syllith had often thought of ending her life to escape it. But strangely, it had also started to give her strength. The memory of the atrocities Nyro had forced her to commit fueled her desire for revenge. She’d spent her entire adult life doing everything in her power to prevent that monster from returning. Now that she’d failed in that endeavor, she’d pour her entire soul into thwarting her.

She had hoped to get warning to those in power in Anoria before the invasion could begin. But this journey was taking too long. How much time would Nyro need to launch the operation? Surely the elvish fleet would make the ocean crossing far more swiftly than this little transport could.

But there were still ways she could help. Alerting her people that Nyro was behind the invasion, for one thing. If she was right, they’d have no idea. This invasion would seem inexplicable to them after so many centuries without any contact from the elves whatsoever.

And if some of her other ideas were correct, she could help the humans take away some of Nyro’s power, too. So much of what she’d done was unprecedented that Syllith couldn’t be certain. Nobody could until they tried what she had in mind. But if she was right—and she was pretty sure she was—it would be worth it.

Thinking back to all the things Nyro had forced her to do, she wanted to see her burn in hell. To avenge Enigma, most of all. But Syllith didn’t possess the power or the knowledge to do to Nyro what she’d done to him. Her best hope, the desire to which she clung with her entire being, was to weaken Nyro enough that others would be able to destroy her.

Nyro had possessed Syllith’s body right after triggering her metamorphosis. She’d never forget the power coursing through her when Nyro used her body to perform magic. This, more than anything else, was the reason she believed she could regain her abilities. Her channels of power had worked just fine for Nyro, so there was no reason they shouldn’t work for her.

The first thing Nyro had done was to use the pyramid to open a portal to somewhere else. They stepped through it to a grassy slope overlooking the sea. Syllith had had no idea where she was, but she could see buildings in the distance. Nyro had started walking toward them, and Syllith felt embarrassed by her nakedness. But Nyro had cast an illusion spell, and Syllith’s body had transformed. She’d grown much taller and more muscular, and her skin had turned ebony. Moments later, another illusion spell had provided clothing.

Syllith had read enough about the elves to realize then where they must be. Nyro had used the artifact to transport them across continents. Syllith had had no idea such a thing was possible. But as they approached the village, she spotted elves walking up and down the road, and there could be no doubt.

They strolled into town, and Nyro stopped across from a place that looked like a tavern. She leaned against a wall, watching people come and go for a while, and Syllith had no idea what she was waiting for.

“Nine hundred years, and the elvish tongue hasn’t changed much,” she heard herself mutter. Was that what Nyro had been doing? Listening in on conversations to make sure she could still speak the language?

Finally, a male elf emerged from the tavern and they approached him. Nyro used her mouth to speak to him. She could feel and hear herself uttering the words, but had no idea what she was saying.

The elf smiled, taking them by the hand. They walked to the other end of the village, and he opened a door for them, following them inside a two-story house. The elf said something to them that Syllith didn’t understand. Nyro smiled, uttering a reply that made the elf chuckle. He led them upstairs to a bedroom.

Syllith panicked as she realized what was going on here, but there was nothing she could do to stop it. The elf disrobed. He was much larger than any man she’d ever seen, and all the proportions were the same. Even the idea of taking him inside of her was painful; she couldn’t believe Nyro was going to try this. But she removed the spell of her clothing, pushed the elf into the bed, and climbed on top of him.

Instead of making love to him, she produced a knife and slit his throat. Syllith hadn’t seen where the knife had come from—her attention had been on other things. But it was no illusion. The elf died, blood spurting out of his neck.

Discarding the knife, they rifled through his belongings, finding a money purse. It was heavy in her hand. Opening the strings, she gazed inside, and felt herself smile. This would be more than enough. For what, Syllith didn’t know.

They left the house and returned to the tavern. Nyro made her take a seat at a table in the rear corner. The server bustled over, and Nyro spoke to him. Minutes later, he returned with a mug of dark liquid. Nyro brought it to their lips, and they drank the entire mug. Syllith didn’t understand how Nyro had made their mouth line up with the illusion’s—they weren’t nearly the same height—but she tasted the alcohol going down like fire.

The food arrived, and they ate hungrily. Syllith couldn’t tell what kind of meat it was, but it tasted delicious. Once they’d finished, Nyro paid for the meal, and had a second mug of alcohol, drinking this one more slowly. They sat there late into the night, watching people come and go. Syllith didn’t understand what they were doing.

Finally, they got up and followed a female elf out of the tavern. She led them across the village and out to the countryside. Nyro had kept her distance, but made them invisible as they left town. They walked for a while until finally, the elf turned onto a lane leading to a farmhouse. Nyro sped up then, reaching the front door right behind her. She cast a spell, and the elf opened the door for them, standing aside to let them go inside. The elf moved in behind them, closing the door behind her.

With a thought, Nyro lit the room’s oil lamps. Then she canceled her illusion spell, retaking Syllith’s true, naked appearance. The elf led them upstairs to the bedroom and disrobed. Syllith knew Nyro still had her under her spell, but was powerless to do anything to stop her. Nyro lay down on the bed, and the elf spent the next hour pleasuring her with her tongue and fingers. They climaxed repeatedly.

Finally, Nyro rose from the bed, and made the elf lie down. She cast a spell to stop the elf’s heart, then waited a few moments to make sure she was dead. Nyro placed one hand on the body, and it started glowing where she touched the flesh. Syllith didn’t know what she was doing, but felt the magic flowing through her. This was much more powerful than anything she’d done so far.

Suddenly, Syllith’s body collapsed, hitting the floor. It took her a moment to realize what had happened: Nyro had left her body. Getting to her feet, she gazed around the room frantically, trying to locate the demon. She was nowhere to be seen. Syllith bolted toward the door—this could be her opportunity to escape. But the door slammed shut.

“Leaving so soon?” a voice said from behind her.

Syllith nearly jumped out of her skin. Turning, she saw the dead elf sitting up, grinning at her.

“It’s—it’s you?”

“Yes, it is I,” she said, holding both arms out to her sides. “Don’t you love this body?”

“You killed her… how can you be possessing her?”

“I’m not. This is my body now.”

“What?” This defied any concept of magic Syllith had ever known.

“I’d foreseen my downfall long before the elves’ arrival in Anoria,” Nyro said, lying back on the bed and running her hands up and down her new body. “I used the portal to come here and capture a few of them. If I had to fight them, I needed to learn about their abilities. And it turned out necromancy has no effect on them. Apparently, they walk in our world as well as the spirit realm. They cannot be possessed, but neither can they become demons. When they die, their souls dissolve. But if you preserve the flow of energy through their channels of power at the moment of death, they can be reanimated.”

“Reanimated?” Syllith repeated. “But how? If their soul dissolves⁠—”

“Not with their own soul. With mine. Or any demon’s. I tried it with one of the ones I’d bound. He took the elf’s body as if he’d been born in it. Of course, then I killed him again; I had no use for an elf back then. But now, I do. Oh, what great purpose I have in mind for this body. A mage’s body—that was key. Only then could I channel the magical force through it.”

“This elf was a mage?”

“Yes. Now come here and make love to me.”

Syllith refused, but Nyro cast a spell, forcing her to do whatever she wanted late into the night. But finally, she grew tired. Syllith thought this might be her chance to get away, but it was no use. Nyro knocked her out.

The next morning, Nyro slapped her to wake her up. She had dressed in the elf’s clothes. Syllith tried calling fire to incinerate her, but nothing happened. Nyro laughed. “Get up and make us breakfast,” she said before leaving the room.

Syllith sat up in bed, swinging her legs over the edge. She tried again to call fire, but couldn’t. None of the forces would respond to her command. Rifling through the chest of drawers, she tried to find something to wear, but the elf’s clothes were all far too large for her. Finally, she draped the bed sheet around herself and made her way downstairs.

Nyro was staring out the front window. With a wave of her hand, she incinerated Syllith’s sheet. Syllith screamed in frustration, but Nyro didn’t react. She went to the kitchen and made breakfast.

“Do you know the five elven kingdoms?” Nyro asked as they sat down to eat. Syllith named them. “Yes, so they existed nine hundred years ago. Today we will find out if that is still the case. Do you know where we are right now?” Syllith shook her head. “We are in the kingdom of Drengrvollr, not far from the capital city of Krokr. I chose this place for its proximity. Of course, we’ll have to confirm that’s still the capital before we go there.

“We’ll need to spend some more time at the tavern to gather the information I need. But the question is what to do with you while I’m gone.”

“I’m surprised you’ve let me live this long.”

“Oh, don’t worry. I need you. You can look forward to a very long life, my love. But keeping you here alone leaves too much to chance. No, for now, I don’t think I can let you out of my sight. So you’ll have to accompany me. You’ll be my deaf, dumb cousin from Mestrland, I think. Yes. Of course, you can’t go naked, or look human.” With a wave of her hand, she cast an illusion making Syllith appear to be an elf again. One more spell, and she was wearing a simple elvish dress.

After breakfast, they left the house, walking back into the village and returning to the same tavern, taking the same table in the back corner of the room. When the server came over to them, Syllith tried to ask her for help, but found she couldn’t speak. Her mouth wouldn’t open, her tongue was stuck to the roof of her mouth, and her voice refused to work.

The server returned with two mugs of the same black liquid as before, and Nyro told her to drink. Syllith didn’t move, but suddenly found herself drinking against her will.

They spent a few hours at the tavern. Nyro seemed to be listening in on the conversations around them. She went to sit at the bar for a little while, and struck up a conversation with one of the others. Syllith tried to get up and leave, but found her legs wouldn’t work.

Finally, Nyro returned, and told her it was time to go. They left the tavern, and set out on the road. “Fate has smiled on us today. Drengrvollr’s military might has only increased since my last visit here. And Krokr is still its capital. This will allow our plans to unfold more easily than I had dared to hope.”

Leaving the village, they passed the farmhouse where they’d stayed the previous night, and kept walking. After a few hours, they crested a hill, and Syllith gasped. Far below sat an enormous city on a bay. It was unlike anything she’d seen in Anoria, with its marble buildings and gilded domes.

“Remember this day, sorcerer,” Nyro said. “And this place. This is where my new reign will begin.”

Dread filled Syllith’s soul as they descended toward the city.

It was almost evening by the time they’d reached Krokr. Nyro led them to a boardinghouse on the city’s outskirts. She paid for a month, ordered food to be delivered to them, and took Syllith up to their room. Of course, Nyro had chosen the penthouse. It spanned the entire upper level, with an open patio on the front overlooking the bay.

Nyro stripped out of her clothes, and canceled Syllith’s illusion spells, leaving her naked, too. Once they’d eaten, Nyro lay down in the bed and forced Syllith to pleasure her. Syllith tried to resist, but Nyro’s control was complete. Once she was sated, she knocked her out.

Syllith woke the next morning to find Nyro out on the patio, regally dressed, gazing into the distance. She tried leaving, but their door was magically sealed, and Syllith was still unable to work any magic to remove the spell.

“You’re finally awake,” Nyro said, walking inside. “We’ll be attending the senate’s proceedings today. Drengrvollr is a kingdom in name only; the true power here resides in the senate. You’ll need to accompany me, of course.”

“Your deaf and dumb cousin from Mestrland, again?”

“Yes, the role suits you,” Nyro said with a chuckle. She waved her hand, casting the illusions to transform and clothe Syllith. Today, she wore robes to match Nyro’s.

They left the boarding house, walking along the cobblestone streets to the city center. It was busy here, with hundreds of elves going about their business, oblivious to the demon walking among them. Syllith tried leaving her side several times, but it was no use. Nyro’s spells kept her in line.

The senate occupied an enormous marble building, domed in gold, with ornate columns supporting the roof. Once inside, they passed through the atrium and up the stairs to the balcony overlooking the main chamber. Down on the floor, dozens of elves sat at benches and tables arranged in a semi-circle around a central dais. A male elf was speaking, his booming voice filling the space. Syllith didn’t understand a word. But the other senators booed or cheered loudly at times, depending upon which section of the room they occupied.

Once the elf had finished his speech, he bowed, and went to take his seat. A female elf moved to the podium next, and the room quieted as she started speaking. She wore golden robes with a diamond brooch at her neck. Syllith noted a scar running from her left eye to her neck. Her voice was not as loud as the previous speaker’s, but she spoke dramatically, holding her audience in thrall.

One speaker after another took the podium, and Syllith found herself dozing off. She didn’t know elvish, so there was nothing here to hold her attention. Finally, Nyro poked her in the ribs to wake her up, indicating that it was time to leave. Syllith realized that the senators had adjourned.

They returned to the boarding house, ordered food, and went up to their penthouse. Nyro removed her clothes the moment they arrived, canceling Syllith’s illusions at the same time. She didn’t understand her preference for nudity, and wished there were something she could do about it.

“What do you think, sorcerer?” Nyro said, taking a seat at the table and digging into their food. “Which of the senators should I replace?”

“How could I possibly have any opinion? Without knowing the language, I have no idea what any of them said.”

“The meaning of their words is irrelevant. There were three who held the greatest sway. The male who was speaking when we arrived, the female who followed him, and the second to last male.”

“I must have fallen asleep by the end, but I agree the first two were powerful speakers.”

“The first male isn’t a mage, so it’s down to the female and the last male.”

“I’m sure either one would do.”

“Yes, quite. However, I don’t think I’d like to have a cock swinging between my legs for the next several years. We’ll take the female. They’ve adjourned for their siesta, but we’ll return before the end of their afternoon session. We’ll follow Senator Estrid home and take her there.”


Chapter 10
Rockport


Mira held on tight as Khaldun flew them north at top speed. Rockport was a thriving port city, though it was smaller than Northcoast, Blacksand, or Oldport. Its power had always been economic, not military. At Jezebel’s urging, Princess Jelena had established a standing army, but it numbered only a few thousand troops. Mira doubted they could repel the invaders.

Khaldun made them invisible as they approached the city. The castle stood atop a hill on the western side of the river. Mira spotted several regiments of elvish troops on the ground, equally split between the two sides of the river. Only a quarter of their force was engaged in battle with the Rockporters. Jelena’s troops had established a position at the bottom of the hill, blocking the road to the castle. But if Mira’s estimate was right, only about a thousand of them remained.

This attack meant their worst fears had come true: the elves were invading Anoria. Their troops were organized and disciplined, operating as if guided by a single will. Rockport’s forces looked like a rabble in comparison, lacking even common uniforms. Dozens upon dozens of human corpses littered the battlefield, but Mira couldn’t spot a single dead elf.

Flying over the elvish force, Khaldun unleashed his magic, sending a fire tornado through their ranks. They canceled it before it could do much damage. He made several passes above them, hurling lightning bolts, turning the ground beneath their feet to quicksand, and evacuating the air they needed to breathe. But the elves canceled his every spell within moments. With all their people able to do magic, they didn’t need a mage to counter his efforts.

Finally, Khaldun called an illusion of an enormous dragon swooping toward them. But someone canceled that, too, proving they had at least one mage present. Most elves couldn’t work with the magical force.

Khaldun took them to the castle, landing on the keep roof, where they found Princess Jelena with her steward and wizard. Mira had met them before, but couldn’t recall their names. The wizard was older with a big pot belly.

Unstrapping herself, Mira got to her feet, and Khaldun rolled up the carpet, tucking it into the void. She followed him over to the princess.

“Your Highness,” Khaldun said with a bow.

“Welcome, Lord Khaldun and Lady Mira,” she said. “You know my steward, Jefferson, and my mage, Roman.”

They both greeted Khaldun and Mira.

“Despite my best efforts, I was unable to weaken the attackers,” said Khaldun. “Every one of their soldiers can call the basic forces, and they’ve got at least one mage with them. You should order your remaining forces to retreat and prepare for a siege.”

“I fear for the people of Anoria,” Jelena said, gazing out at the battle. “They are cutting down our men like wheat. Who among our people can stand up to such an enemy?”

“Princess Jelena, please, heed his advice,” the wizard said. “Recall our army while we still have one.”

Jelena nodded. “Do it.”

Roman held out his staff, calling air, and generated the sound of several trumpet blasts, amplified tenfold. The Rockporter army began its retreat, and the castle gates opened.

“We should help,” Khaldun said to Mira.

He removed the carpet from the void, along with their hoods and facemasks. Mira donned hers; they left only her eyes, nose, and mouth exposed. They flew over to the barbican directly above the gates. Khaldun dropped Mira off there before taking off again. Opening her channels of power, Mira expanded her null.

Khaldun went invisible as he flew off. But moments later, a wall of fire appeared, separating the retreating Rockporters from their attackers. Someone canceled it moments later, but Khaldun restored it, creating three more beyond it. Jelena’s forces reached the castle, pouring into the courtyard.

Mira could sense the elvish mage trying to negate her null, but it was no use. It worked as well against his spells as it did any human mage’s.

The elves started shooting arrows at the Rockporters, felling several more of them. But minutes later, the last of the army made it inside, and they closed the gates.

Mira closed her channels of power, eliminating her null as Khaldun approached on his carpet. He landed on the barbican; Mira climbed on, and he flew them back to the keep.

Rockport’s soldiers lined the ramparts and took their positions in the courtyard, ready to defend the castle. The elves formed ranks, but kept their distance. Their arches launched a volley of flaming arrows over the walls. Khaldun called a giant shield spell to protect the castle; the arrows bounced off harmlessly, landing outside the walls.

“Their mage is trying to cancel my shield,” Khaldun told them, “but he lacks the power.”

After several minutes, the elvish archers fired another volley. This time, their arrows stuck to Khaldun’s shield spell, their flames burning bright green.

“I’ve never seen anything like this,” he said. “The arrows are burning holes in my spell. I can’t hold it—the shield is about to collapse.”

“Be ready to cast a new one,” said Mira. Khaldun nodded. Mira expanded her null, canceling the arrows’ flames along with the shield. The projectiles fell to the ground, and Khaldun restored his shield spell.

Several minutes went by, and an eerie quiet fell on the castle. Mira’s nerves frayed as she waited to see what the elves would do next. She hadn’t seen any siege engines, but surely they’d make some attempt to infiltrate the castle.

Suddenly, one of the soldiers in the courtyard shouted, “The walls! They’re melting the walls!”

Looking where he was pointing, Mira spotted a giant section of the stone wall that was starting to glow. A thin plume of smoke was rising from the same area. “He’s right!” she said, opening her channels of power. She could sense dozens of fire spells hitting the castle as her null canceled them.

But it was too late. The wall collapsed, forming a giant pile of rubble. The elvish soldiers began climbing over it, pouring into the courtyard.

“Princess Jelena, it’s time to evacuate,” said Khaldun. “The castle is lost. We need to get you, your family, and as many of your people out of here as we can.”

“I agree, Your Highness,” said Roman. “With the wall compromised, we cannot hope to repel them.”

The princess sighed, a tear slipping down her cheek. “So be it.”

Roman and Jefferson led the way into the keep, Jelena right behind them. Khaldun and Mira brought up the rear. The princess collected her children—a girl of fourteen or fifteen, and her brother who looked several years younger. They hurried down the steps to the main level.

“We have an escape tunnel that leads out to the forest,” Roman told them. “There is a hidden entrance in the undercroft’s south wall.”

“Take the princess and her family immediately,” Khaldun told him. “Gather as many of your people as you can and get them out of here,” he added to Jefferson. “Mira and I will hold off the elves as long as we can, then we’ll follow, and collapse the tunnel behind us.”

Jefferson hurried off, and Roman led the royal family away. Khaldun and Mira ran back up to the roof. The elves were decimating Rockport’s remaining soldiers. Mira didn’t think more than a few hundred remained. Khaldun went to work, calling fire to incinerate individual elves. This took more power than it would have against a human, but still proved effective. He focused on the ones closest to the keep’s entrance to give their people their best chance of escape. Within minutes, the castle’s forces had dwindled to no more than a hundred troops.

“It’s time to go,” Khaldun told her.

Mira followed him back inside. Down on the main level, Khaldun cast spells to seal the keep’s entrance, then they hurried down to the cellar. They found Jefferson ushering the last of their people into the tunnel. Khaldun and Mira followed him inside, and Khaldun sealed the door behind them.

Once they’d made it beyond the castle’s walls, Khaldun turned, calling earth and collapsing the tunnel at several points behind them. The passage became utterly dark, so he called a flame to light their way.

Several minutes later, they reached the tunnel’s end, emerging in a small cave. Making their way out of that, they found the princess and her people waiting for them in the forest.

“Now what?” Khaldun asked the wizard.

“We have a small, underground fortification up in the hills. It provides a view of the city and the harbor, so we should be able to see the elves’ activities from there.”

“Lead the way,” Khaldun said with a nod.

Roman set out through the trees. Princess Jelena and her children followed him, surrounded by her castle guard. The remaining members of their staff went next, and Khaldun and Mira brought up the rear.

Mira expanded her null both to protect them from any thaumaturgic attack, and to alert them to any pursuit. She could detect magic users this way, which included all the elves.

For an hour they marched into the hills, finally reaching a rocky bluff. Roman led them into a cave, calling a flame to illuminate their way once Mira had closed her channels of power. At the rear of the cavern, he canceled an illusion spell, revealing a metal door embedded in the rock. Opening it, he moved inside.

Khaldun and Mira entered last, and he sealed the door magically. They climbed a winding stairway, emerging into a cavernous space. It had brick walls, but Mira had seen no structure from the outside. Roman explained that the princess’s ancestors had had the natural cavern fortified, providing an emergency shelter for the royal family.

Steps led up to a ledge where Mira could see a set of narrow, horizontal windows. Climbing up, Khaldun and the wizard right behind her, she gazed out one of the openings. She could see the path they’d taken to get here, and sure enough, it also provided a clear view of the city and its harbor.

The elves had collapsed the rest of the castle, leaving only a pile of rubble. They were making camp in the fields near the river.

“It doesn’t look like they’re marching to Spanbrook,” said Mira.

“Not today, at least,” Khaldun replied.

“I didn’t see these openings from the ground,” said Mira.

“Illusion spells mask them, my lady,” Roman said.

“One of their mages might detect them if he’s looking for magic,” said Khaldun. “But I see no signs of pursuit.”

“They probably don’t care about the royal family,” said Mira. “Rockport’s army is destroyed, and now that they hold the port, they can confiscate every incoming ship’s cargo and supply their troops indefinitely.”

The three of them descended the steps, and Khaldun approached the princess.

“Your Highness, please allow us to evacuate you and your family to Spanbrook,” said Khaldun.

“No, I will not leave my people. But I would be grateful if you would take my children with you.”

“Very well,” Khaldun said with a nod.

“How soon will you depart? I would like a few moments with them… to explain everything.”

“Take your time, Your Highness. We still need to go take a look at the enemy camp.”

The princess went off to talk to her children. Khaldun and Mira let Roman know they were leaving for a little while on a scouting mission, then headed out. Once outside, Khaldun removed his carpet from the void, and they took off. He made them invisible, and flew to the elvish camp.

The soldiers were setting up their tents in perfectly straight rows. At the southern end of the fields, they were erecting barracks buildings. Mira assumed these would be for their commanders.

“Take us down over there,” Mira said, pointing toward the construction area.

Khaldun landed by the river near the building project, but far enough away to avoid detection. Getting to her feet, Mira closed her eyes, opening her channels of power and expanding her null. She let it grow to its fullest size, yet it still wasn’t large enough to encompass the entire camp.

She sensed thousands of elves, their magic so similar to a demon’s. Peppered throughout the camp were their mages, identifiable by their greater power. Focusing on the construction area, she gasped.

“What is it?” Khaldun asked.

“I’m not sure… there’s someone immensely powerful by the buildings.”

“One of their mages?”

“Yes, but his magic is not like the others. Khaldun, he feels human.”

“Human?”

“Only his power exceeds that of any sorcerer I’ve ever met.”

“It could be one of the Sacred Circle. We should try to get a closer look.”

Mira nodded. She closed her channels of power, and they took off on the carpet. Khaldun made them invisible and flew them closer to the barracks. Mira spotted a group of elves in golden plate armor. Standing among them, facing the others, was the tallest elf she’d seen so far. He was bare-chested, exposing bulging muscles. Even without her null, she could feel waves of power emanating from him.

“I think it’s the half-naked one,” she whispered to Khaldun. “But it’s impossible to say for sure without my null.”

“I can set us down over there in the trees,” he suggested. “We should have a clear view of them from there.”

Mira agreed, and he flew them into the woods. They touched down, but stayed on the carpet in case they needed a quick getaway. Extending her null, Mira sensed the group of officers. Sure enough, the shirtless one was the one who felt different.

The elf turned, seeming to sense her null, and for a moment, Mira was sure he was staring right at her. “Make us invisible,” she hissed as she closed her channels of power, her heart leaping into her throat.

“Done,” Khaldun said a moment later, but the elf had returned his attention to the others.

“Let’s get out of here,” she suggested.

“Yes. Good idea.”

They flew back to Jelena’s refuge, moving inside and sealing the door behind them. Inside, they found the princess huddled with Roman and Jefferson.

“My children are ready to depart,” she told them.

“Your Highness, with your permission, I think we would like to spend the night here with you and your people,” said Khaldun. “We will leave tomorrow, instead.”

“You are welcome here, of course,” she said, looking confused. “Has something changed?”

“No,” he replied, taking a deep breath. “We’d like to see if there’s any change in the elves’ activities come morning.”

Khaldun and Mira moved off to a quiet corner, sitting down on the floor. He produced his mirror and contacted Princess Jezebel to update her on the developments in Rockport. The two of them ate dinner with Jelena and her people.

She introduced her children, Susan and James, to Khaldun and Mira; there hadn’t been time earlier. At sixteen years of age, Susan possessed a quiet confidence, much like her mother. But James seemed terrified, more so than the situation warranted. Mira was surprised to learn he was fourteen—he seemed much younger than Jezebel’s children.

The princess had already sent a couple of her guards to the top of the hill to keep watch. But Khaldun and Mira feared they’d be defenseless against any thaumaturgic threat that might arise, so they decided to join them. They set up their tent, and Mira took the first watch while Khaldun went inside to get some sleep.

The night was quiet and peaceful, without any sign that an invasion was underway. Mira kept her null expanded to its fullest size, but sensed no one approaching. Far below, she could see hundreds of little fires in the enemy camp. But one by one, they winked out as the night grew darker, until only a few dozen remained.

A little after midnight, Mira slipped into the tent, lying down next to Khaldun, and kissing him to wake him up. She told him the night had been uneventful so far. He kissed her, then left the tent to take the second watch. Mira closed her channels of power and drifted off to sleep.

Waking at dawn, she emerged from the tent, and found Khaldun chatting with Jelena’s wizard. She could see activity in the elvish camp, but nothing had changed. Khaldun reported that his shift had been as quiet as hers.

They took down their tent and headed back inside. Princess Jelena was up and about but her children were still asleep. Once she’d woken them, she bade them farewell, hugging them tight.

Khaldun and Mira led them outside, and he pulled the carpet out of the void, rolling it out on the ground. Mira sat down and strapped herself in as Khaldun situated Susan and James on the front two corners. Then he took his seat at the rear and they took off. James screamed as they streaked across the sky to the south.

They reached Spanbrook a little after noon. The army had set up their camp in the fields north of town. Their numbers matched the elvish force, but Mira wondered if it would be enough.

Landing in the courtyard, they met Emma with Leda and Alanna in tow. Mira introduced Susan and James to them, and Emma ushered them all inside. Khaldun and Mira went to see Jezebel. She wasn’t in her office, but then Mira spotted her standing atop the mage’s tower with Allison and Captain Amari. It was Castle Barclay’s tallest structure, providing a view of the entire city and the surrounding farmland.

Khaldun and Mira went inside and hurried up the steps. Moving through Khaldun’s office, they headed up to the roof. They spent a few minutes giving the three of them a more detailed account of events in Rockport.

“You’re sure this elvish commander wasn’t a human using an illusion spell?” Jezebel asked when they were done.

“Certain,” said Mira. “He still appeared elvish inside my null.”

“He could be a human shapeshifter,” Allison suggested. “Your null wouldn’t change his shape because he’s not using any active spell to maintain it.”

“That could be,” Mira said.

“Semblant and Beast are the only shapeshifters we know about, and we just saw them at the university and Bayfast,” said Khaldun.

“Tell me again why you believe his magic is human,” said Jezebel. “I’m not sure I understand that.”

“It’s difficult to explain,” said Mira, collecting her thoughts. “Wizards and witches are the hardest for me to sense, and sometimes, I miss them. Their magic is like the beam of a lighthouse, focused in only one direction. It’s easiest to detect them when they’re actively casting spells—or trying to do so inside of my null. That’s when their light shines the brightest.

“Sorcerers, on the other hand, are like lighthouses with beams that project in all directions at once. They’re much easier to sense, whether they’re using magic at the time or not.

“The elves are different. Their light is always there, like a sorcerer, but there is no structure containing it. To extend the analogy, their magic is like an open flame, from a bonfire, perhaps, instead of a lighthouse. It’s part of the environment, instead of being walled off from it. That’s how demons feel, too.”

“But this elf felt like a lighthouse?” Jezebel asked.

“The largest, brightest one I’ve ever sensed,” said Mira. “Only Princess Allison comes close.”

“My instinct tells me it must be one of the Sacred Circle,” said Allison. “But I don’t understand how that could be. They are all demons now. And elves cannot be possessed.”

“And there was no sign of them coming this way?” Jezebel asked.

“None that we could see,” said Khaldun. “They were building barracks, which would make it seem like they’re planning for a long-term occupation of Rockport.”

“They’ll come here eventually,” Amari said. “It’s only a question of timing.”

Jezebel nodded. “We should send a regiment to our northern border. They can take a mirror and send warning if the elves send a force this way.” Franconia, now Spanbrook’s northern province, used to be a separate princedom, and shared a border with Rockport to the north. “The northern army has already taken position outside of Franconia city. We’re sending an additional five thousand troops, with the Eagle Company in the lead. That will bring our force there up to a full ten thousand.”

“And leave us with only five thousand to protect Spanbrook,” said Khaldun.

“Rockport is the nearest port city,” said Amari. “Any force invading Spanbrook will most likely come from there. But the provincial armies are maintaining patrols in the other territories as well, so we’ll have advanced warning regardless of which way they come. The Eagle Company can fall back to Spanbrook with the rest of our army if necessary. But I’m hoping to defeat the enemy in Franconia.”

“The elves flattened Rockport’s forces with only a quarter of their army,” said Khaldun. “It might make sense to move our southern armies into Franconia, too.”

“Our people are far better trained and better equipped,” said Allison. Mira knew only the knights wore plate armor, but even the chainmail worn by the infantry was imbued with spells to repel magic. Most of the elves couldn’t remove those spells—doing so required use of the magical force, which only an elvish mage could wield. And even then they’d have to do it one soldier at a time.

“Khaldun’s right,” said Mira. “I didn’t see a single dead elf. Their warriors are larger, stronger, and faster than our people. We have mirrors in all the neighboring princedoms, so we’ll have plenty of warning if the elves send an army from somewhere else. But right now, the one in Rockport is the only one on the field. We should reinforce our northern flank as much as we can.”

Jezebel nodded. “Captain?”

“The enemy is least likely to attack from the south. We could send half of our forces from Ashland and Monroe.”

“That would bring our force in Franconia up to fifteen thousand,” said Jezebel. “Let’s do it.”

“Right away, Your Highness,” Amari said with a bow before hurrying off.

“I’ll continue patrolling our borders from the air,” Allison said, taking Jezebel’s hand. “It’s impossible to hide an entire army on the move, even with invisibility spells. They kick up too much dirt and make too much noise. Don’t worry. No matter which way they come, we’ll have plenty of warning.”

“Yes,” Jezebel said, heaving a sigh. “It’s only… We’ve spent fifteen years preparing for something like this. And now I worry it’s not enough.”

“It will be,” Allison told her. “Our people are ready.”

Mira heard footsteps pounding up the steps. She turned to see Emma hurrying onto the roof.

“I’ve just heard from Jelena’s steward,” she said, trying to catch her breath. “They’ve spotted more ships off shore. Hundreds of them, with black sails, headed west.”

“Hundreds?” Khaldun repeated.

“They must be heading for Blacksand,” Jezebel said. “Send word to Carlo, right away. I’m afraid I must ask the two of you to make another journey,” she added to Khaldun and Mira. “Blacksand is far better prepared for an attack. Their army is larger than Rockport’s and better trained. I’m eager to see how they fare against the elves. Hopefully with your assistance, they’ll be able to emerge victorious.”

“We’ll leave immediately,” said Mira.


Chapter 11
Necromancer


Syllith and Nyro returned to the senate in the afternoon, both of them wearing illusions of clothing, and Syllith disguised as an elf. They sat in the balcony near the stairs. When the senators adjourned, Nyro led Syllith downstairs, and they followed them out to the street.

Many of the senators set out on foot, but the wealthy ones had carriages waiting for them. Estrid was among these. She climbed into her carriage, and it set out into the city. Nyro and Syllith followed on foot, a good distance behind. The carriage headed up to the manor houses high up on the hill. Once they’d moved out of the city proper, Nyro made them invisible.

The carriage stopped in front of an enormous mansion, with marble columns holding up the roof. A butler emerged from the house to open the door for the senator. The carriage left as Estrid followed the butler inside.

Nyro led Syllith around to the back of the structure, and they slipped inside through a rear entrance in the cellar. Moving up the steps to the main level, they emerged into the kitchen. Two chefs were hard at work preparing the senator’s dinner. Nyro knocked them both out with a wave of her hand. They ran into the butler on their way out of the kitchen, and she rendered him unconscious, too. Moving through the house, they encountered three more servants, and Nyro put them all under.

Finally, they moved into the hall, and found Estrid sitting at the head of the table, drinking a glass of wine. Nyro strode over to her, taking a seat at the table, and forced Syllith to do the same. Estrid said something that Syllith was sure translated to “Who the hell are you?”

Nyro answered her in elvish as she poured herself a glass of wine, taking a long drink. The senator got to her feet, but Nyro forced her back into her seat with a gesture. Nyro spoke to her for a few minutes, and Estrid's expression grew steadily more terrified. Finally, Nyro knocked her out.

“I’m afraid my power is inadequate for our next step,” Nyro said, rising from her chair, and forcing Syllith to stand up.

“If your power is inadequate, then I’m afraid there’s no mage alive who’s up to the task,” Syllith said.

“You flatter me. But that is wrong. Many mages can do things I cannot in this form. I’ll need you to kill me before we continue.”

“What?”

“Don’t worry. Only this body will die,” she replied with a smile. She used her magic to force Syllith to stop her heart. The elvish body collapsed.

Moments later, Syllith felt her demon possessing her body and taking over completely. She reached out with one hand, pulling the pyramid out of the void. Syllith had lost track of it, and wondered where it had gone. Pouring her power into the artifact, Nyro created a portal, walking through it and closing it behind her.

Taking in her new surroundings, Syllith had to shield her eyes. It was morning here. She spotted a castle in the distance and knew immediately where they were. Though she couldn’t act on it, her impulse was to cover her nakedness. They were in the middle of a dirt road, and no one else was in sight, but she knew it would only be a matter of time before they ran into someone.

Nyro cast an illusion, turning Syllith into a male farm hand, wearing the appropriate garb. They set off up the road, reaching Spanbrook Town twenty minutes later. Nyro took them into the market outside the castle walls. They strolled about for a bit, pretending to be interested in various shopkeepers’ wares. Until they ran into a familiar face.

“Hello, Gemma,” Nyro said to the witch.

Gemma regarded her for a moment before saying, “Hello,” but there was no light of recognition in her eyes. “I’m sorry, do I know you?”

“Yes, you certainly do,” Nyro said with a grin, casting her spell.

Gemma’s expression went blank as she followed them out of town. They walked for fifteen minutes, then, once out of sight of any onlookers, Nyro produced her pyramid and created another portal. She led Gemma through it, closing it behind them, and tucking the artifact back into the void.

They’d returned to Estrid’s hall. Nyro released Gemma from her spell, and removed her illusion. Syllith stood naked before the witch.

“You,” Gemma said, backing away from her. She lifted her wand, calling fire in an attempt to incinerate her.

Nyro canceled her spell. “That wasn’t nice.” Waving her hand, she called fire, too, incinerating Gemma’s clothes.

The witch started in surprise, pointing her wand for another spell. Nyro incinerated that, too. “What do you want?”

“I have a bit of a problem,” Nyro said, sitting at the table and pouring herself more wine. “I’m going to kill this elf,” she said, nodding to Estrid, still slumped over in her chair, “and reanimate her body with my soul. Then, I’ll need to bind our friend Syllith to her.”

“You are Syllith,” Gemma said, looking at her as if she’d gone mad.

“Try to keep up, dear,” Nyro said, taking a long drink of wine. “I am Nyro, currently using this frail human body for my purposes.” Gemma’s eyes went wide, and she backed away a little farther. “And my problem is that elves cannot perform necromancy, nor does it work on them. I can’t very well perform the rite of binding on Syllith from inside her body. Once I reanimate the elvish body, of course, I’d be able to perform the first part of the rite. But I would not be able to create the bond or force Syllith’s soul back into her body. And I need her alive. So, that’s where you come in. You will be performing the rite for me.”

Gemma stared at her incredulously for a moment, then laughed. “I don’t know the spells. And even if I did, you just destroyed my wand.”

“Neither of those things will be an issue,” Nyro told her. Getting to her feet, she held out one hand toward the witch, and Syllith could feel the power flowing through her.

Gemma screamed. Falling flat on her back, she writhed and foamed at the mouth as her skin turned golden. Nyro had triggered her metamorphosis into a sorcerer.

Nyro sat down and drank more wine as Gemma completed her transformation. Once it was done, she sat up, staring down at her body. “No… This is madness,” she said, getting to her feet. “If necromancy doesn’t work on elves, then you can’t bind Syllith to this one.”

“It turns out that I can,” Nyro said with a smile. “You see, elves walk in our world and the spectral plane at the same time. They are like a cross between a human and a demon, in that way. They cannot bind a demon or become a necromancer because their living souls cannot be merged with those of a demon.

“However, binding a sorcerer does not require an elf’s soul to be merged—only tethered. And from the experiments I conducted before I was killed, I believe that can be done. I’ve modified the spells for you already, although there will be some trial and error involved. But I remain confident it will work in the end.”

Horror bubbled up in Syllith’s stomach and she wanted to scream. What possible reason could Nyro have for binding her? Her spells already gave her complete control of Syllith’s every move. She was surprised she didn’t just kill her at this point—she could reanimate Estrid’s body and use that for everything else she had planned. The rite called for seven days of fasting, but Syllith knew Nyro wouldn’t bother with that.

“I-I won’t do it,” Gemma stammered, backing even farther away. She held out one hand, trying to use magic against Nyro, but nothing happened. Gemma turned to run, but Nyro stopped her with a wave of her hand, forcing her to come back to the table. Syllith recognized the blank expression on her face and knew Nyro had taken total control. She made her take a seat at the table.

Nyro got to her feet. Calling air, she moved the senator to the floor, laying her flat. Calling fire, she burned away her clothing. Taking a knee, she used the spell to stop Estrid’s heart. Once she was sure she was dead, she placed one hand on her chest. The elf’s skin began to glow as the power flowed through Syllith’s body.

Syllith collapsed, feeling disoriented for a moment as Nyro left her body. Getting to her feet, she gazed frantically around the room. She could escape now, but she’d have to act fast. Gemma was on her feet, too—Nyro’s spell must have died when she left Syllith’s body. “Gemma—come with me,” she said.

“Syllith?” she said, horror in her eyes.

“Yes, but let’s go!”

Syllith ran toward the door, Gemma right behind her. But it slammed shut before they reached it.

“The party is only starting,” a voice said from behind them.

Skidding to a stop, Syllith turned to find Estrid standing at the head of the table, smiling at them. Holding out one hand, she forced Syllith and Gemma to return to her. She made Syllith lie down on the floor, and tree roots grew out of the floor, pinning her arms and legs. She struggled against her bonds, then blacked out.

For a time, Syllith faded in and out of consciousness. At one point, green flames engulfed her, though she felt no pain and didn’t burn. Another time, she opened her eyes in time to see Gemma plunge a dagger into her chest. She tried to scream, but passed out again.

Syllith found herself floating up near the ceiling, staring down at her body on the floor. Gemma uttered words she didn’t recognize, and for a moment, Nyro stared up at her and smiled. She tried to leave. Her spirit was free to travel the spectral plane, and if she could escape, it would foil Nyro’s plans for her. She’d be dead, but her life had become a living hell, and she had no desire to continue living it.

But when the time came, Gemma’s spell slammed her soul back into her body, like a slab of iron to a lodestone. Syllith opened her eyes to find Nyro staring down at her. She had no idea how much time had passed, but it was dark outside the windows.

“I’m afraid it didn’t work,” Nyro told her. “We’ll have to try again once I decide how to modify the spells.”

Gemma stood nearby, staring across the room, her expression vacant. Syllith tried to get up, but her bonds were still in place. Her chest ached where Gemma had stabbed her, and her head was pounding.

Several minutes later, Nyro forced Gemma to try again. Like last time, Syllith tried to flee in spirit form, but it was no use. Though she was channeling her power through Gemma, Nyro was too strong. Syllith returned to her body only to learn that the rite had failed again.

Over and over again, Nyro modified her spells, and forced Gemma to perform the rite. Syllith lost track of how many times she died only to be resurrected again. But finally, as she opened her eyes after returning to her body one last time, Nyro smiled down at her. “I know your true name, sorcerer.”

Syllith’s bonds withdrew into the floor and disappeared. Icy claws of dread clutched her heart. She sat up but quickly realized she was too weak to stand. Turning onto her side, she vomited.

“Lie down,” Nyro told her, and Syllith complied. She had little choice. “I think we both need some rest before we proceed. And for my part, a little celebration may be in order. You have served your purpose admirably,” she added to Gemma.

Turning her head, Syllith saw Gemma stumble as Nyro released her hold.

Gemma turned to run, but Nyro pointed a finger, incinerating her from within. Gemma screamed, but the sound was cut off as fire consumed her body.

As ill and horrified as she felt, Syllith fell asleep. She woke to find herself still on the floor. Sitting up, she discovered her strength had returned. Delicious aromas filled her nose as she got to her feet.

“It’s about time,” Nyro said. She was sitting at the head of the table, sipping from a glass of wine. A feast fit for a queen filled the table. “Sit down and eat. You must be starving.”

Only one other place had been set, right next to Nyro. Syllith sat down and filled her plate, scarfing down her food. She noticed that it was dark outside. “How long was I out?” she asked as she filled her plate again.

“It’s been a few days. Not surprising after being killed so many times.”

Nyro explained that she’d disposed of the bodies of Gemma and the spare elf, and the staff had no idea she was anyone but Senator Estrid. “They were, of course, curious about the naked human sleeping on the floor, but I’ve taken measures to ensure they don’t talk about you. They can’t leave the house, either, so that helps.”

“Why not?”

“Shield spell. We’ll dispose of them when the time comes, but for now, they’re useful.”

A shiver ran down Syllith’s spine. “Why did you bother binding me? For that matter, why are you keeping me alive?”

Nyro regarded her for a moment in silence. “Unlike the servants, you will have a purpose to serve for a very long time to come.”

After dinner, Syllith felt sleepy again. Nyro led her upstairs to the senator’s bedroom, and forced her to lie in bed with her. Syllith nodded off almost immediately.

The next morning, Nyro cast her illusion to make Syllith appear as an elf, and the two of them took a carriage into the city. When they reached the senate building, Nyro used her magic to force Syllith to move up to the balcony and sit down. Nyro walked into the main chamber, chatting with some of the other senators. None of them seemed to notice that Estrid wasn’t herself.

Syllith struggled to stay awake during the session. She still hadn’t recovered her full strength, and listening to endless debates in a language she didn’t understand did nothing to hold her attention. Nyro only listened today, without making any contribution to the discourse.

They took their midday meal at a nearby tavern during the siesta, then returned to the senate. That evening, Nyro remained behind to chat with one of the other senators. He was tall even for an elf, with bulging muscles visible through his tunic.

Nyro forced Syllith to make her way down the stairs as she left the building with the other senator. The three of them climbed into a carriage, and Nyro chatted with him as they made their way across the city.

But they didn’t go to Estrid’s manor. The carriage stopped, and they disembarked in front of an even larger mansion, farther up the hill. The unknown senator held the door open for them, and Syllith followed Nyro inside. He led them into his hall, and they sat at his table. Once one of the servants had poured wine for them and left the room, Nyro used her magic to knock out the senator. He slumped onto the table. Syllith followed Nyro through the house as she rendered the rest of the staff unconscious, then they returned to the hall.

“The time has come to reveal your great purpose, sorcerer,” Nyro said, retaking her seat at the table. “As an elf, I cannot bind a demon. But as a human, you can.”

“What? No…” Syllith said, realizing what was about to happen.

“Tonight, we’ll be starting with Gnasher,” Nyro told her. “You will bind him, and then he will take this elf’s body. As you are bound to me, I will control him through you.”

“Gnasher was one of your Sacred Circle,” Syllith said, terror and dread threatening to overwhelm her. “You’re going to resurrect all of them.”

“Assuming this works as I expect, yes.”

Nyro forced Syllith to summon Gnasher’s demon. The shadow rose through the floor, filling half the hall. Syllith performed the rite to bind the demon, and it howled in rage. The moment she’d completed it, she felt Gnasher possess her.

“Your Majesty,” she said, grinning ear to ear. “Though I confess I despaired, you have delivered on your promise. I am eager to take my place by your side and help you establish your eternal reign.”

“Welcome back, my most faithful lieutenant,” Nyro said with a smile. “I have procured this body for you. I hope it is to your liking.”

“It will do nicely,” Gnasher said through Syllith’s mouth, examining the elf slumped across the table.

The demon used Syllith’s body to call air, moving the senator onto the floor. She kneeled next to him, casting the spell to stop his heart. Once the elf was dead, she incinerated his clothes, and placed a hand on his chest. The area began to glow, and moments later, Syllith collapsed as Gnasher left her body. She scuttled away, knowing what would happen next.

The elf opened his eyes, sat up, and smiled. Getting to his feet, he said, “Oh, yes. This body will do very nicely.”

Nyro stood up and embraced the elf, plunging her tongue into his mouth. She lifted him onto the table, climbed on top, and made love to him. Nyro forced Syllith to take a seat and watch. It went on for hours, the two of them climaxing over and over again.

Finally sated, they got off the table. Nyro revived the staff, and they served them dinner. After the meal, Syllith went to the gilt-framed mirror on the wall, staring at her reflection. She’d grown accustomed to her golden skin, but her eyes caused her to gasp. The irises were white now, with only a ring of black around their edges. Syllith was a necromancer.

They slept in Gnasher’s manor that night, all three of them in the senator’s bed. The next morning, they returned to the senate, without any of the others suspecting that anything was amiss.

That night, Nyro and Syllith went home with another male senator. This time, Nyro forced Syllith to bind the demon who had been known as Xythor in life. They killed the senator, and Xythor took his body.

They attended the senate the next day, and went home to Estrid’s house without any of the others. But over the next three weeks, Nyro repeated the process, forcing Syllith to bind the rest of her Sacred Circle, and giving them each the body of an elvish mage to reanimate. There were only a handful of mages in the senate, so once they’d taken them, Nyro had to cast a wider net to include the rest of the city. She made love to every one of them once their rite was complete, the females as well as the males, and forced Syllith to watch every time.

Syllith felt every demon overpower her utterly when they possessed her. She wasn’t nearly strong enough to control any of them. But through her bond with Nyro, she could feel her commanding them. Syllith was nothing but a conduit for Nyro’s power. And this was the sole reason she was keeping her alive. Nyro had explained that while every member of her Sacred Circle could—and would—function completely autonomously, her connection would allow her to take complete control at any time, from any distance, just as if they were still demons.

After the eleventh time, Nyro and Syllith went home to Estrid’s manor. They sat down to eat, and Nyro said, “It is complete. My Sacred Circle has been reborn. Now we can proceed with the next stage of my plan.”

“You’ve only resurrected eleven,” Syllith said. “What about Blaze?”

Nyro sat in perfect stillness for a moment. She drank her entire glass of wine, then placed it on the table and got to her feet. Grabbing Syllith by the throat, she lifted her out of her chair, knocking it to the floor. She walked a few paces, Syllith struggling to free herself the entire time, then brought her face close to her and said, “You will never speak of her in my presence again. Do you understand?”

Syllith didn’t understand what was going on. She tried to say, “Yes,” but her voice refused to work. She nodded furiously instead.

“Good,” Nyro said, throwing her to the floor. She returned to her seat, resuming her meal as if nothing had happened.


Chapter 12
The Battle of Blacksand


Khaldun and Mira flew west, stopping just before sunset to rest and eat. Though neither of them liked flying after dark, their circumstances were dire, so they pressed ahead. It was the dead of night by the time they’d reached Blacksand, and Mira expected a member of the staff would greet them. But it was Princess Yolanda who was waiting for them when they landed in the courtyard.

“Welcome back, my lord and lady,” she said, embracing them each in turn, and kissing them on the cheek. “We never expected to see you both again so soon. I only wish it could be under better circumstances.”

“Thank you, Your Highness,” said Mira. “We are happy to render assistance in your time of need.”

“My father and the rest of his advisers have already relocated to Gemstone-by-the-Sea,” she said as they walked across the courtyard. “That’s where any invading force is sure to attack. We’ll stay here tonight, then we can ride out in the morning.”

“I can take us on our carpet,” Khaldun suggested. “It’ll be faster.”

The princess led them inside to the great hall, where her people had a hot meal ready and waiting for them. “Princess Jezebel’s steward advised us to expect your arrival at this late hour, so I made sure we were ready.”

“Thank you,” Khaldun said, as they dug into their meal.

Yolanda sat with them while they ate, discussing the preparations they’d been making for the coming battle. Once they’d finished eating, she escorted them upstairs to the guest chambers. “Father will be convening our privy council at Gemstone in the morning, and of course, he has requested your presence. I am sorry that not much remains of the night, but I hope you will get some sleep, at least.”

Mira did sleep well, though she felt like it had been only a few minutes when the first light of dawn woke her through the windows. She kissed Khaldun, and he started awake. They headed down to the great hall for breakfast, where they met Yolanda again. After their meal, she escorted them to the keep roof. Khaldun unfurled his carpet, positioning Yolanda on the front edge before taking his seat at the rear. Once Mira had strapped herself in, they took off for the short trip to Gemstone.

Only minutes later, they landed on the roof of the castle’s keep. The building sat atop a bluff at the tip of a peninsula, with the North Sea on two sides, and the River Arcon on the third. Looking down from the rear of the keep, Mira could see the sheer cliff face below the castle walls. She estimated the water to be about a hundred feet down.

The front of the castle faced Gemstone City. The area closest to the castle was the oldest, fully enclosed behind a thirty-foot wall. But over the years, the city had spilled over its original boundary, and those areas had no wall.

The river formed a natural harbor, hosting the city’s docks and piers. Mira suspected that’s where the elves would come ashore. Black sand beaches stretched for miles to the city’s southwest, with massive waves crashing on the shore. Beyond the city, farmland extended as far as the eye could see. Mira spotted Blacksand’s army camped along the river beyond the harbor.

Any invading force would have to come ashore in the harbor—the sea was too rough for such a landing. They’d have to contend with Blacksand’s troops the moment they landed. And the only approach to the castle was through the city, and up a single road with many switchbacks.

Yolanda escorted them inside, and they found Lord Eldrick with the prince’s advisers in the lord’s council chambers. Mira recognized the steward, Jasper, and Yolanda introduced them to their wizard, a tall, thin man named Lester, their master-at-arms, a shorter, stoutly built man named Horace, and their general, a woman of average build named Gwendolyn.

“Please call me Gwen,” the general said, shaking their hands.

They all took their seats again, and Khaldun and Mira sat down in the two chairs they’d left open next to the princess. Prince Carlo arrived a minute later, and they all stood until he took his seat at the head of the table.

“Thank you for joining us on such short notice,” he said to Khaldun and Mira. “We understand you were present for the attack on Rockport. Perhaps you could apprise us of how the battle unfolded there?”

Khaldun and Mira took turns recounting the events.

“Remarkable,” Eldrick said, sitting back in his chair. “You say the elves accomplished this with only a quarter of their total force?”

“That’s correct, my lord,” replied Khaldun.

“We have twelve thousand men and women in our army, ready to defend the princedom,” the prince said. “In addition, we have called in the levies, and expect another five or six thousand to arrive in the coming days. Though, how many will arrive in time remains to be seen.”

“We can expect my lord and lady to assist our mages in the battle?” Gwen asked.

“Yes, that’s why we’re here,” Khaldun said. “But I must warn you that all of the elves can use magic. Only their mages can call the magical force, but we witnessed a dozen or so elves melt one of the castle walls in Rockport, causing it to collapse. They did it without the help of any of their mages.”

“It would be best for this battle to position me on the ramparts for the duration of the attack,” Mira suggested. “I should be able to protect the building from such spells.”

“Our troops all have the enchanted armor, thanks to Lord Khaldun,” said Yolanda, “which should help neutralize the elves’ thaumaturgic advantage.”

“The elves must realize we’re better prepared than Rockport,” said Gwen. “They did send scouts. So, their commanders will be aware of the size and disposition of our army. They’ll know the landscape, and the location of the harbor, and my understanding is that their scouting parties have all included mages, so they will be ready for our enchanted armor.”

“Meaning they’ll find some way around our defenses,” said Yolanda.

“Yes,” Gwen replied. “It’s unlikely that they’ll come ashore in the harbor, for example.”

“Where else could they land?” asked Mira.

“There are a number of smaller ports along the coast to our southeast,” said Eldrick. “Their soldiers could offload there and march here over land.”

“It might be wise to move half of our regiments to that region,” Yolanda suggested, “in case they do come that way.”

“With all due respect, Your Highness, I disagree,” said Gwen. “Reducing our force around the city could prove disastrous if they do decide to make landfall in the harbor. Regardless of where they land, it’ll be Gemstone City itself they want, so let them come to us. We should position our entire army to protect the city. Once we know where they’re coming ashore, we can send a few regiments to hinder that process.”

“We should have ample warning,” said Khaldun. “Our ships would take five days to make it here from Rockport. We know elvish vessels are more advanced and probably faster. They could make it here in four, perhaps three days, which would put them here two days from now at the earliest. Your people should spot them from land as they approach, and I can fly patrol as well.”

“Won’t their mages make their ships invisible?” asked Yolanda.

“Perhaps,” said Khaldun. “They didn’t in Rockport. And it might not help, especially with that many vessels. We’d still see their wakes in the water.”

“As much as it pains me to suggest this, we might also consider destroying the piers and docks in the harbor,” said Eldrick. “This will make it harder for them to land there, and leaving the debris in the water will prevent them from getting too close to shore.”

“An excellent idea, my lord,” said Gwen. “You might consider doing the same thing at the ports down the coast as well.”

“Very well,” said the prince. “We will keep the bulk of the army close to the city perimeter to ensure our defenses are at their full strength, regardless of which way the attack comes. And we will make their landing as difficult for them as we can.”

“In addition, I would suggest evacuating our people from the ports to the southeast of here,” said Jasper. “And the citizens of this city, for that matter. We have time. They should find safety in some of our interior holdings.”

“Yes, I agree,” Carlo said. “Please take care of the arrangements.”

After the meeting, Mira spent an hour discussing their thaumaturgic response to the impending attack with Khaldun, Lester, and Yolanda. Mira would stay on the ramparts, using her null to protect the structure and the people inside from magical attack. They’d need the castle in case a defeat on the battlefield forced them to fall back.

Yolanda and Lester would take positions on the city walls, and do as much damage to the elvish army as they could. Khaldun would provide support from the air, assisting Blacksand’s army wherever they needed it the most.

Eldrick’s staff spent the rest of that day and all of the following day evacuating the city. They sent messengers to alert the nearby coastal holdings to do the same. Gwen moved several garrisons inside the city, into positions where they could harass the enemy on their way to the castle. Several more garrisons moved into the castle. An entire regiment moved through the harbor area, destroying the piers and docks.

Khaldun spent much of his time flying patrol, and Mira found she didn’t have much to do. She spent most of her time with Yolanda, assisting her as she helped prepare the castle for battle. The evening of their second full day in Gemstone, Khaldun and Mira ate dinner in the great hall with the rest of the castle’s inhabitants, then Yolanda invited them up to her chambers. They sat up late drinking wine and chatting.

“I don’t know how the two of you hold it together so well in the face of this invasion,” Yolanda said, taking a long drink of wine. “It’s all I can do to keep myself from running around the courtyard screaming my head off. Who ever thought we’d live to see the elves attacking Anoria?”

“We’ve been thinking of little else for fifteen years, I’m afraid,” said Mira. “Ever since the Battle of Highgate, and Nyro’s escape, we’ve feared something like this. I guess we’ve had more time to get used to the idea. But truthfully, I’m scared, too.”

“So am I,” Khaldun said. “But it helps to have something to do. When you can focus on your work, it keeps the fear at bay.”

“True enough,” Yolanda said. “I’m glad I’m not alone, though. You two seem so brave, yet knowing you’re as afraid as I am makes this a little easier.”

Khaldun and Mira returned to their chambers and went to bed. But a banging on their door woke them up in the middle of the night. Mira sat up, rubbing the sleep form her eyes. “What’s going on? It’s still dark out,” she said as she got up to answer the door. It was Yolanda.

“The elves attack,” she said, and Mira could see the fear in her eyes. “My father has ordered everyone to take their positions.”

Khaldun and Mira dressed in their leather armor, donning their robes on top of that. They followed Yolanda up to the keep roof, awash in moonlight. The prince was there, along with Lord Eldrick, Lester, and Jasper, all staring off into the distance. Following their gaze, Mira spotted the elvish ships with a gasp. They’d run aground on the beaches to the southwest of the castle, dozens and dozens of them. Elvish warriors were pouring over their sides, landing in the sand and running to higher ground.

“So it begins,” said the prince. “Everyone to your stations!”

Mira, Yolanda, and Lester joined Khaldun on his carpet, and he lifted off, landing on the ramparts near the barbican. Mira got to her feet, bending over to kiss him, then he took off again with the other two mages. She watched him drop them off on the city wall, then he shot into the sky.

Mira opened her channels of power, expanding her null to include the entire castle. The Blacksand troops to the city’s south and southwest had already formed ranks, ready to meet the elvish onslaught. Those regiments camped to the southeast were on the move, heading to positions to back up the rest of their troops. The levies had arrived from the nearest holdings over the past couple of days, swelling the army’s total number to more than fifteen thousand.

A giant waterspout formed off the coast; Mira couldn’t see Khaldun, but knew this had to be his doing. The twister hit one of the elvish ships that had just landed. It destroyed the vessel, sending timber flying everywhere, but someone canceled it before it could hit the next ship. Another formed blasting apart a ship coming aground closer to the castle, but someone canceled that one, too. Khaldun hurled a few more, each one destroying one vessel, but no more ships arrived; the elves had finished disembarking from the others.

The elvish army was forming ranks faster than Mira would have thought possible, again giving her the impression that a single will guided them. Khaldun refocused his attention on the troops, sending numerous cyclones through their lines. Each one hurled dozens of soldiers high into the air. But someone canceled his next round of tornadoes almost the moment they’d formed.

Horns sounded, and the elvish army charged. They crashed into Blacksand’s army like a tidal wave, but their lines held. The sounds of metal clashing with metal drifted up to Mira, along with the screams and battle cries.

Mira spotted individual elves going up in flames, but didn’t know who was casting the spells. Khaldun was still out there somewhere, and Yolanda and Lester would be on the southwest section of the city wall by now. There was no evidence of the elves using magic against the Blacksanders, but that might only be because of their enchanted armor.

It looked like the elvish army had about ten thousand troops on the field. The Blacksanders outnumbered them by roughly fifty percent. And while they fared much better than the Rockporters had, their numbers still dwindled as the battle raged on. By dawn, Mira guessed that the two armies were equal in size.

Mira wished she could move to the city wall and assist with the battle. But there wasn’t much she’d be able to do. If the elves were using magic, it was having no effect against the enchantments on their troops’ armor. So far, Mira had felt no thaumaturgic assault impact her null, either.

Suddenly, Mira noticed a low rumbling sensation—she could feel it in the rampart’s stones as well as hear it. She noticed several structures in the city’s outskirts collapsing, but couldn’t see what was causing it. The rumbling grew stronger, and finally she spotted its source. A giant fissure had opened in the earth, swallowing entire companies of Blacksand’s troops. Their screams reached her ears, as the remaining troops began a lateral movement, trying to escape their comrades’ fate.

Their discipline impressed her. Caught between the enemy army and an enormous pit in the ground, they stayed organized. But the elves followed them, keeping up their constant onslaught. Though they’d suffered casualties, they outnumbered the Blacksanders by a wide margin now. Mira didn’t know how much longer they could hold out.

A second rumbling sensation started, stronger than the first, and Mira spotted a new fissure forming out beyond the city, where the Blacksanders had moved. Troops screamed as they tumbled into the earth. Mira wished she could have stopped it, but the spell was beyond the range of her null.

Blacksand’s army began a tactical withdrawal, moving into the city. The elves did not pursue them. Mira wondered what they were up to, but they formed ranks and stood their ground. She estimated their number at less than eight thousand.

The gates in the city wall opened, and Blacksand’s remaining troops moved inside. Mira guessed only about five thousand remained, putting their losses around ten thousand. The gates closed again after the final companies had moved inside.

Moments later, Mira spotted Khaldun’s carpet flying toward her, and she closed her channels of power. As Khaldun drew closer, she realized he was carrying Gwen, Yolanda, and Lester as passengers. Lester’s hair had been singed off, and he had burns on his head and neck. “We’re regrouping at the keep,” Khaldun told her as he brought the carpet in low. Mira climbed on board for the short trip across the courtyard. Landing on the roof, they got up from the carpet and met Prince Carlo, Lord Eldrick, and Jasper. Mira opened her channels of power, unleashing her null.

“Your Highness, our troops fought bravely, but the elvish forces overwhelmed us,” said Gwen. “Their people are much faster and stronger than ours. We can defend the city walls for a while, perhaps, but at this point, I believe we will need to retreat to the castle and prepare for a siege. The garrisons we have embedded in the city can harass the elves on their way by, reducing their numbers as much as possible before we begin the next phase of this battle.”

“I agree, Your Highness,” said Khaldun. “Yolanda, Lester, and I can keep up our thaumaturgic onslaught from the ramparts, and Mira can continue protecting the keep with her null. We may yet claim victory.”

Carlo gazed across the city, his expression grave. “Why did the elves break off their pursuit, I wonder.”

“They’ll be regrouping, preparing to assault the city wall,” Eldrick said. “Lady Gwen is right, Your Highness. We must prepare for a siege.”

Carlo nodded. “Very well, please proceed.”

At that moment, Mira felt an incredible surge of power slam into her null. “Someone’s trying to attack the castle. It felt like an earth spell, but it had more energy than I’ve ever felt before.”

“They’ve got a powerful mage with them, and unlike the one in Rockport, he’s participating in the battle,” said Khaldun. “We saw Nomad open a fissure in the ground many years ago, but these two were far bigger. Whoever it is must have an affinity for earth spells.”

“Can he break through your null?” Carlo asked.

“No, Your Highness,” said Mira. “It’s at its full size, which takes it halfway to the city walls. The mage won’t be able to get a spell through it.” Another blast of power hit her null as she spoke. “He just tried again, but his magic died.”

“You’ll have to retract your null somewhat if we’re going to work magic from the ramparts,” Khaldun said. “But it would be best to keep it at its full size until then.”

Mira started to reply, but at that moment, the ground shook beneath their feet.

“What was that?” Carlo said, fear in his eyes.

“An earthquake?” Eldrick said. “I’ve never heard of one in these parts.”

“It’s magic, I think,” Mira said as another tremor struck. “The mage can’t get through my null, so he’s hitting the bedrock far below the castle instead, beyond the reach of my power.”

“The castle will fall if this keeps up,” said Eldrick. “You can’t stop the shaking?”

“I’m afraid not, my lord,” Mira said apologetically. “My null only works against magic. And his spells aren’t hitting the castle directly.”

“We’ve got to evacuate,” said Khaldun. “Your Highness, I can fly you, the princess, and Lord Eldrick to safety.”

“And what happens to our people?” Carlo demanded. “We throw them to the wolves? I will not abandon them.”

“They can escape through the tunnels,” said Yolanda. “The one that starts in the kitchens comes out in a barn south of the city. But there are other entry points in the city that the soldiers can use.”

Carlo sighed. “And where shall we go? If Gemstone can’t withstand this onslaught, we possess no holding that can.”

“Go to Spanbrook,” Khaldun suggested. “They will attack there too, eventually, but combining your remaining force with ours could help us prevail.”

“Your Highness, I have to agree,” said Eldrick. “We’ve lost. But we may yet live to fight another day.”

“How safe will the tunnels be during an earthquake?” Carlo asked. “If they collapse, our people will die here.”

“I’ll go with them,” said Mira. “My null will stop them from hitting the castle or tunnel system directly until we’re clear.”

“I agree,” said Khaldun. “It will take some time for these quakes to take out the castle. But we must hurry. I will fly you, your daughter, Lord Eldrick, and Lester to safety, and we can regroup with the others at the tunnel’s end.”

The prince agreed. Mira embraced Khaldun, kissing him and wishing him luck, then he flew off with Carlo, Yolanda, Eldrick, and Lester. Mira followed Jasper and Gwen into the castle. Gwen hurried out to the city to organize the army’s evacuation. Jasper alerted the castle’s occupants. Minutes later, Mira followed him to the kitchens, where he pushed a stone near the ovens, revealing a hidden tunnel entrance as a section of the wall moved into a recess.

Mira kept her null extended to its full size as they moved into the tunnel. Jasper had lit an oil lamp to illuminate their way. The ground shook over and over again as they led the castle’s occupants through the passage, causing streams of dirt and dust to fall on their heads. Despite what they’d said earlier, she feared the castle and tunnel would collapse around them.

They reached an intersection in the tunnels, and found Gwen’s people approaching from the connecting passage. It took almost an hour, but finally, they reached a large chamber, with a stairway leading up. Jasper climbed the steps, pushing a trapdoor open over his head. Some hay and dust fell through the opening, as daylight flooded the passage.

Mira followed him up the steps, emerging inside a barn. They found Khaldun waiting outside with his passengers. “It’s going to be a long walk to Spanbrook,” she said, hugging her husband.

“You and I aren’t going to Spanbrook,” he told her with a grim smile. “I contacted Jezebel to apprise her of our situation here. She heard from Salerna. The princess has seen hundreds of ships with black sails rounding the western end of Dorshire, south of Blacksand. We believe they must be headed for Oldport.”

“If that’s where we’re going, I wonder how Salerna was able to see anything,” said Mira. “Surely, I’ll be using my null.”

“She couldn’t see Oldport itself, only the ships at sea.”

“If they take that city, there’s nothing to stop them from reaching Keepstone next,” said Mira. “Oldport doesn’t have a strong military; they don’t stand a chance.”

“Yes, exactly. Jezebel wants us to inflict as much damage on the elvish army as we can. The university is sending Mist, Battleaxe, and Cyclone to assist.”

“It’ll take them days to get there,” said Mira.

“Flying together on the same carpet, with three of them calling air, they could make the journey in a day. The elves will take longer than that. We should accompany Carlo and his people as far as we can today. I can fly patrol and make sure we’ve escaped any pursuit. Then you and I can depart for Oldport at first light.”

Once the rest of the Blacksanders had emerged from the barn, Mira closed her channels of power, eliminating her null. Seconds later, the ground shook beneath them. Yolanda screamed, pointing back toward the city. Turning, Mira saw Castle Gemstone collapsing, large chunks of it falling into the sea.


Chapter 13
Empire


The night after Syllith brought up Blaze, the twelfth and missing member of the Sacred Circle, Nyro hosted a party at Estrid’s house for her reborn demon-elves. The household staff prepared a magnificent feast, serving enough food for an army, and an endless supply of wine and liquor to go with it. Syllith had never seen anyone eat or drink as much as Nyro’s inner circle did that night. And when they were done, the party turned into an orgy, the elves having sex in groups of two or three, in every possible combination of male and female. It went on for hours, and Syllith could not believe the depth of their hunger. Although she knew demons yearned for the pleasures of the flesh, and these had existed without corporeal form for centuries, it still seemed excessive.

One of the males approached Syllith at one point—she’d been sitting in the rear corner of the room, trying to fade into the walls—asking her if she would like to participate. But Nyro gripped his arm, saying, “No, Reaper. She’s off limits.”

Syllith breathed a sigh of relief. The elves were much too big for her, and the mere thought of one of them penetrating her was painful.

It took the entire night for Nyro’s people to sate themselves, and finally, as the sky outside grew light, the guests departed. Nyro took Syllith up to bed, and Syllith passed out the moment her head hit the pillow. She woke only a few hours later, and the staff served them breakfast in the hall.

“The time for celebration is behind us,” Nyro told her. “Today, we get to work. We will restore Drengrvollr to its former glory.”

“What former glory?”

“In ancient times, the Drengrvollri kings conquered most of the elvish continent. Only Snaerverold remained independent. The warriors of the southern kingdoms couldn’t withstand their winters. In time, the others rose from the ashes and drove the Drengrvollri back to their own kingdom. They slaughtered the king, dismantled their army and navy, and forced them to adopt a democratic government.

“But the people have never forgotten their former greatness. They believe they are superior to the rest of their kind, and deserve to rule the entire continent. The pacifists have managed to hold onto power in the senate for centuries. But we will change that.”

“How? If the senators are democratically elected, it would take a coup to overthrow them. And if you do that, their people will stop you. They’re all magic users, and you have no army to back you up.”

“Not yet, I don’t. That will come in time. But there will be no coup. We need the people on our side. It will take time, but we will appeal to their grudges. Their distrust of the other kingdoms. And their pride. It may take a year or two, but we will establish a majority and defeat the pacifists in the senate.

“From there, we will rebuild the kingdom’s military might. And we will conquer the rest of the elvish kingdoms. This continent will be mine.”

Syllith was shocked. She never would have imagined that Nyro desired an elvish empire. Was it revenge that motivated her? The elves were the ones who came to Anoria’s aid and incarcerated her and her Sacred Circle. That was fine with her. As long as Nyro was occupied here, she wouldn’t bother with the humans.

Estrid had represented Krokr in the senate, so there was no need for Nyro to go anywhere else. But she dispatched her circle to their home districts to stir up support for the militarists in the neighboring territories.

Syllith didn’t understand why Nyro kept updating her on her progress, and asked her about this one day. Nyro told her that she wanted Syllith to document her rise to power. She wanted an accurate record of it. So, she produced parchment and writing implements, and forced her to start chronicling her progress.

Months went by. Nyro never let Syllith out of her sight. She dragged her to every senate session, forcing her to remain in her balcony seat the entire time. As she traveled her district, giving speeches and raising money, Syllith was always by her side. They ate every meal together, and slept in the same bed at night. When Nyro took one or more of her circle to bed with her, Syllith was there, forced to watch.

Everything went according to Nyro’s plan. It took her two years to oust the pacifists in the senate. At the very next session, she advanced a proposal to raise an army and build a navy, and it passed. Construction on the warships started a few weeks later. Six months after that, the first vessels set sail, docking in the bay.

The other kingdoms must have had spies in Krokr. An armada from Mestrland showed up one morning the following year and attempted to destroy the shipyards. The Drengrvollri navy demolished them; their ships were faster and stronger than those from Mestrland, many of them equipped with metal-reinforced rams below the waterline. The Drengrvollri rammed some of the enemy vessels, causing them to sink. They moved in close to the others, using grappling hooks to lash the enemy vessel to their own, allowing their soldiers to board the Mestrlander ship and fight at close quarters. They brought the Mestrlander commander to Nyro, and she beheaded him herself. After two more years, Drengrvollr had raised an army over a hundred thousand strong, and built an entire fleet of warships, numbering in the hundreds.

One morning, Syllith arrived at the senate building with Nyro to find a massive crowd cheering her as they stepped out of their carriage. She had no idea what was going on. Inside, they found giant banners with the ancient Drengrvollri coat of arms emblazoned on them hanging from the balconies. The session started, and the senator Syllith recognized only as Gnasher gave an impassioned speech. Syllith had picked up a little elvish over the years, and understood some of what they were saying, but not enough to comprehend what was happening. But when Gnasher was done, the chamber broke out in cheers and applause as Nyro approached the podium. Gnasher placed a golden crown upon her head.

Syllith learned later that they’d voted unanimously to restore the monarchy and name Nyro—or Estrid, as they knew her—the queen.

Nyro’s public appearances increased tenfold after that. She spoke often to crowds numbering in the thousands. Banners with the royal coat of arms started showing up all over the city, and they conducted military parades through the streets.

One morning, Nyro took Syllith to the docks. They boarded a ferry, where she realized Reaper was waiting for them. As they set out across the bay, Syllith said, “What the hell is this? Where are you taking me?”

Nyro made no reply. They reached an island not far from shore, but far enough from the capital that Syllith had never seen it before. It was small, hosting nothing but an ancient-looking castle. They docked, and Reaper led them up to the structure. Inside, Syllith found an entire staff waiting for them.

Leaving Reaper behind, Nyro led Syllith upstairs to one of the bedrooms. It included a luxurious four-poster bed, an enormous fireplace, and a desk with enough writing supplies to last a year.

“We are invading Mestrland today. This will be the first step in establishing my new empire. From there, we will take Ellrivollr, and then Askaheimr. We will leave Snaerverold for last. I must make sure we are at our full strength before we attempt that. It is their winter, not their people, that will be our greatest enemy.

“I expect this to take many years. Once we have conquered a kingdom, we will have to spend time fortifying it militarily and winning over the hearts and minds of its people before proceeding to the next.

“It will no longer be feasible to keep you with me night and day. So here you shall remain, and Reaper will look after you.”

“Why him?” Syllith demanded. “Choose any of the others, I beg you.” Reaper was the craziest of the bunch. His mind had deteriorated the most during their incarceration, and despite his vast power, he was the most animalistic, more like a typical demon. Nyro had had to replace him in the senate, and hide him from public view lest his peculiar behavior alert the populace to their true identities. And he’d developed an obsession with Syllith. Many times he’d tried to take her sexually when he didn’t think Nyro was paying attention. She’d stopped him every time, but Syllith feared what he would do to her in her absence.

“Reaper’s usefulness to me has waned. In life, his special power was necromancy. He bound more than a hundred demons. In death, it seems he lost himself to them. Our long captivity was not kind to him.

“He needs to rest. This place will serve as a refuge for him. The staff will cater to his every need. Fear not, I have included servants who will sate his every sexual desire. But he will also take care of you. Keep you alive and make sure your needs are met as well. I will keep him apprised of our progress, and he will relay my messages to you, so you can keep up your writing.”

And with that, she departed. It was the last time Syllith had seen her.

For the first couple of years, everything went as Nyro had promised. Though she was a prisoner, Syllith lived a life of luxury. She ate and drank as much as she pleased, slept as late as she wanted, swam in the bay during the warmer months, and kept herself busy writing. Reaper gave her periodic updates on Nyro’s progress, and Syllith kept up her chronicles. He was so well behaved, Syllith felt certain Nyro must have put him under her spell to prevent him from harming her.

Nyro’s forces had conquered Mestrland, and she’d abolished their senate, declaring herself empress. Mestrland was the richest kingdom on the continent, though the wealth was concentrated with the society’s elite. Nyro had put the kingdom’s resources to work, expanding her army and navy. She had her circle traveling the land, meeting with the kingdom’s citizens, and rooting out local corruption. Her new empire started every manner of public works project, improving the lives of Mestrland’s common people.

Reaper’s chambers were at the other end of the castle, but Syllith could hear him. Every night, he took at least a couple of other elves to bed. Usually females, but sometimes males, too. It went on for hours.

And more and more, Syllith noticed him leering at her. He’d show up while she was bathing, pretending it had been accidental, but his eyes always lingered on her. And he started finding excuses to touch her, whether clasping her shoulder in greeting, or patting her thigh when he was done giving her an update from Nyro. It made Syllith’s skin crawl.

One night, after becoming particularly drunk at dinner, Reaper invited Syllith to join him and his servants in bed. Syllith refused. She hurried up to her own chambers, but Reaper followed her. He dragged her kicking and screaming to his bedroom. None of the others were there. He used his magic to stop her from resisting, then tore her clothes off and raped her.

Syllith had never experienced such pain, physically or emotionally. She’d bled from the genitals and anus for days. For hours, she’d sit in her chambers, trying to revive her magic. But Reaper must have been keeping up whatever spells Nyro had been using to prevent her power from returning.

Reaper avoided her for the first few days after that first incident. But then it happened again. Before long, it became a regular thing. Syllith wanted to kill herself, but Reaper kept her under his constant control. After Syllith hid a knife from the dinner table and tried to murder him, he threw her in the dungeons, without any clothes.

Syllith’s existence had gone from pampered to tortured. Reaper would starve her for days, then show up with a platter of food, piping hot, and eat it in front of her. He gave her enough to keep her alive, but only barely.

And he used her to sate himself sexually almost every day. Inside, Syllith was screaming the entire time. But Reaper’s spells kept her silent and compliant. She tried desperately to kill herself, but there was no way to do it. Her magic had never returned, Reaper never gave her utensils to eat, and there was no clothing she could use as a noose. Even if she had the tools to do it, she lacked the control. He kept her as a prisoner not only in the dungeon, but in her own body. Though he kept the cell locked at all times, it was hardly necessary. His magic ensured she couldn’t get up and walk out even if he left the door wide open.

Reaper still updated Syllith on Nyro’s progress, though there was no point anymore. She had no way to record anything.

Nyro had spent years enriching Mestrland’s populace, and they loved her for it. She’d taken down the elite class, executing many of them, and imprisoning the rest. When she was ready, she invaded Ellrivollr. Militarily, this was easier than Mestrland’s conquest had been. Ellrivollr had led the rest of the continent in opposing Drengrvollr’s rule all those centuries ago, and they were also the ones who’d forced democracy and pacifism on them. The kingdom was reputed to be the cradle of elvish civilization, and its people were proud. It wasn’t as rich as Mestrland, but its wealth was already distributed equally across the entire population. As a result, it took Nyro much longer to win over the people.

Syllith knew years had gone by, but in her despair, she’d lost track of time. Every day was a living hell, and there was no reason to count the days. There was no way to escape, and she could only hope for an early death.

Eventually, Reaper told her that Nyro had finally moved on to Askaheimr. Conquering them had been easy. And winning them over was simple. She’d only had to allow them to share in the bounty of her empire, and they were hers. Askaheimr’s people had always been envious of the other kingdoms’ wealth, but unable to reproduce it because of its desolate landscape.

And in time, Nyro decided to brave the Snaerverolder snows to take the final kingdom. Its people had long ago mastered the area’s harsh conditions, and Nyro had sent scouts to embed themselves in their villages and learn their ways. They came back and taught her armies. So when she was ready, her people accomplished what ancient Drengrvollr had never been able to achieve: uniting the entire continent.

And then one day, Reaper came to tell Syllith about Nyro’s next big campaign: the invasion of Anoria.

“What?” she’d said, her voice cracking after so many years without use. “Why? The humans pose no threat to her. She has already established the greatest empire the world has ever seen. What could she possibly stand to gain in Anoria?”

“Her Majesty has meted out her revenge against the elves for incarcerating us for all those centuries,” Reaper told her. “Now, she will have her vengeance against the humans for calling for their aid in the first place.”

“Conquering Anoria will cost far more than she stands to gain. Its riches are nothing compared to the empire’s.”

“It’s not conquest she’s interested in,” Reaper said with a crazed laugh. “It’s extermination.”

This news had ignited a new spark in Syllith’s bosom. She had to find a way out of her prison so she could warn her people. It seemed like an impossible task, but the idea consumed her, and she spent every waking hour trying to devise some means of accomplishing it. There had to be something she’d overlooked, some tool she could use to provide herself an escape.

Seven days after Reaper’s dire news, a crashing noise woke Syllith in the middle of the night. She sat up, listening for any more noises. And then the stone floor shook as if from an earthquake. There was another crashing noise, and someone screamed.

She heard something tumbling down the steps to the dungeon. And moments later, Reaper moved into view, lying flat on his back.

Syllith gasped. What the hell was going on? Had he gotten so drunk he’d passed out and fallen down the stairway?

But then she heard footsteps descending the steps. Syllith held her breath. She spotted the light of an oil lamp approaching, and then a tall figure with white hair and a long beard stepped over Reaper.

Staring at the ancient elf, she said, “Who the hell are you?”


Chapter 14
Oldport


Mira marched eastward toward Spanbrook with Prince Carlo and his people. They stuck to the forest, in case the road was being watched. Mira walked with Yolanda for much of the time, but the princess was quiet. She knew in part how she must be feeling, having been forced to leave her own home more than once.

Khaldun had left to fly patrol. He returned to them a few hours later. Mira joined him as he gave his report to the prince. “I’ve found no sign of pursuit, and I do not believe they are watching the road. Since destroying the castle, the elves have left the city alone. They’ve got their troops rebuilding the harbor’s piers and docks.”

“They had no desire to take the castle, or to kill or capture me,” Carlo said. “Not the usual behavior of conquerors.”

“Your Highness, we believe they are interested in the port cities only to establish supply lines for their armies as they march inland,” Khaldun said. “They intend to conquer the entire continent, so individual princedoms do not concern them beyond the resources they can provide.”

The prince nodded, but said no more. Khaldun and Mira took their leave, and stood aside to let the rest of the line pass. They’d accompany the rear-guard for a while.

“I think I spotted their mage,” Khaldun said. “He was tall, even for an elf, and walked naked among the others. I could feel his power even from the air.”

“He possesses a deep affinity for earth spells, whoever he is,” said Mira. “I’ve never seen anything like that.”

“No, neither have I. When Nomad opened the fissure in Oxcart that time, it took everything he had. He needed a few minutes to recover. But this mage opened a larger opening, and then a second one in no time. Not to mention the earthquakes. Those would have been well beyond Nomad’s abilities.”

Khaldun said nothing more, but Mira could tell he had something on his mind. “What are you thinking?”

He heaved a sigh. “I don’t understand how it could be possible, but I wonder if this was Xythor.”

“From Nyro’s Sacred Circle?” Khaldun nodded. “He’s a demon now, and the text we found says elves can’t be possessed.”

“I know. But I can’t help but wonder if Nyro found some way around that. It would make sense that she’d send her top lieutenants here to conduct this invasion. The mage we saw in Rockport could be Gnasher. According to the stories, he possessed the strength of ten men, and could rip people limb from limb with his bare hands.”

“Yes, and it was also said he had jaws like a crocodile, and used them to tear people apart,” Mira said. “The mage in Rockport didn’t have a particularly large mouth.”

“No, but he had the muscles. If it is the Sacred Circle, who knows how they acquired bodies? They’re elvish now, not human, so surely they wouldn’t match their original forms precisely.”

Mira didn’t know what to think. They knew for sure Nyro had freed her champions from their incarceration in Pytha. But they had no idea where they’d gone from there, or what they’d done. Maybe these elvish mages were the Sacred Circle reborn somehow. It would explain why the mage she’d sensed in Rockport had felt human, despite his elvish body. Whoever they were, their power eclipsed that of any human sorcerer.

As the sun set, the Blacksanders made camp in a field not far from the road. Khaldun had flown patrol a few more times, and continued to find no evidence of pursuit. It seemed like the elves didn’t care what became of them.

With the army and remaining staff from Gemstone Castle, they had over five thousand people, too many for Khaldun to enclose in an invisibility spell. But they stationed guards around the perimeter of the field, and Mira kept her null extended to protect them from thaumaturgic attack. She could keep her channels of power open while she slept, and anyone attempting to cast any kind of spell inside her null would awaken her immediately.

Khaldun and Mira had set up their tent next to Yolanda’s. Khaldun built them a fire, and the three of them sat around it late into the evening, sharing a bottle of hard liquor the princess had managed to procure from one of the soldiers.

“I never imagined we’d lose Castle Gemstone,” Yolanda said, taking a swig of alcohol and handing the bottle to Mira. “Seeing it fall into the sea like that… Who could possess the power to do such a thing?”

“No human mage, certainly,” Khaldun said. He told her about their thoughts regarding Nyro’s Sacred Circle.

“Xythor?” she repeated when he was done. “There were twelve of them total?”

“Yes,” Khaldun confirmed. “And he was the only one who refused to take a different name.”

“Why was he naked?” Yolanda said, failing to stifle a giggle. “Is that an elvish thing? Walking into battle with your cock exposed for the world to see?”

“I don’t think so,” Khaldun said with a grin. “It’s more of a Nyro thing, I believe. The few representations of her I’ve seen all show her nude. And according to one text, she refused to wear clothing, and wouldn’t allow anyone in her presence to do so, either. I have no idea why, though.”

“And you think the one in Rockport was Gnasher?” Yolanda said. “Who were some of the others?”

“We don’t know that these mages are members of the Sacred Circle,” Mira told her, taking a drink from the bottle and passing it to Khaldun. “This is pure speculation at this point.”

“True,” said Khaldun. “And I don’t know all of them. Syllith did, I think. Other than Gnasher and Xythor, I know of Typhoon, Artifice, Reaper, and Howler—oh, and Blaze.”

“I’m going to guess Blaze and Typhoon were known for fire and weather spells, respectively?” said Yolanda. “What about the others?”

“Yes, that’s right. But like Xythor, their command of their particular forms of magic far exceeded anything today’s sorcerers can achieve,” said Khaldun. “Legend says Blaze surrounded the entire university with fire when they attacked there. And it is said Typhoon sent a hurricane to flatten the entire city of Northcoast.

“Artifice was known for illusions,” Khaldun continued. “In the battle to take Keepstone, he made the entire city and its army see the surrounding plain turn into a field of lava. Howler was a shapeshifter known for changing into a giant wolf. He would infiltrate enemy camps at night in that form and maul the troops. And Reaper was the most powerful necromancer among them. It is said he bound more than a hundred demons, and could send them all at once to possess enemy soldiers and turn them against their comrades.”

Mira shivered at the thought. “It is terrifying to think they could be walking among us again.”

“Were they all male, then?” Yolanda asked.

“No,” Khaldun replied. “Typhoon and Blaze were female. And I know Gnasher, Xythor, and Artifice were male. There are no clear records about Reaper or Howler, but it is said her necromancers were split evenly between males and females.”

“I do hope you are wrong about this,” Yolanda said with a dark chuckle, taking the bottle from him and drinking. “Yet I fear you are probably correct. Nyro returned to life, so it stands to reason that she would find a way for her Sacred Circle to do the same.”

“She possessed Syllith,” Khaldun said. “Whatever she’s done with the Sacred Circle is something different.”

Khaldun and Mira had agreed that the two of them would keep watch all night, so he went into the tent to get some sleep, while Mira stayed up. Yolanda remained a little longer before retiring to her own tent. Mira walked the camp, keeping her null extended to its full size, but sensed no intrusions. After a few hours, she crawled into the tent beside Khaldun and woke him with a kiss.

Khaldun returned to wake her at dawn. He’d spent most of his watch airborne, without detecting any sign of pursuit. The two of them sat down to eat breakfast, then went to confer with Prince Carlo. Mira was nervous about leaving the Blacksanders, but as the prince pointed out, if the elves did attack, there would be little the two sorcerers could do to save them from slaughter.

“We will proceed to Spanbrook as planned,” he told them. “Hopefully there, we can stand together with Princess Jezebel and find a way to defeat these invaders.”

If they pushed it, they could make it from Blacksand to Spanbrook in fifteen or sixteen days, but it could take longer. Mira hoped they would make it there before the elves attacked. But just in case, Khaldun gave Yolanda a mirror he’d connected to his. He told her to check in with him once they reached Spanbrook’s border to find out if it was safe to proceed to Castle Barclay.

Khaldun and Mira broke camp, bade Princess Yolanda farewell, then flew away on Khaldun’s carpet. They stopped at midday to rest and eat, and then again at sunset. Mira was tired, and her muscles cramped, but they didn’t want to delay. They kept flying until they reached Oldport.

Khaldun had been in contact with Battleaxe by mirror. She’d arrived with Mist and Cyclone the previous afternoon, and they’d taken rooms in an inn up in the hills near the castle, affording them a view of the entire city. Khaldun and Mira landed outside the inn, and found the three sorcerers in the common room waiting for them. The two of them took a seat at their table, and a young man hurried over to serve them food and ale. They spent a few minutes telling the others about the developments in Blacksand.

“Adding five thousand more troops to Spanbrook’s army should help tremendously,” said Battleaxe. “If the army from Rockport attacks there, and Princess Jezebel recalls some of her forces from her outlying territories, they’ll outnumber the elves two to one.”

“It’ll depend on how soon the elves attack,” said Khaldun. “It’s at least fifteen days’ hard march from Blacksand to Spanbrook. Probably more.”

“We’ll need more mages, too,” said Mira. “Will the three of you join us there when the time comes?”

“Unless we can stop them here, we’ll be continuing to Keepstone,” said Cyclone. “But Allure, Semblant, and Sage will be going to Spanbrook.”

“Have you had any luck with Prince Frederick?” Khaldun asked.

“Bad luck,” said Mist, rolling her eyes. “Bastard refused to grant us an audience.”

“Why?” asked Mira. They were university governors—it was exceptionally uncommon for a governor to visit any princedom, and they were usually welcomed like royalty.

“He’s sore that we refused to assign a sorcerer to his princedom,” Battleaxe explained.

“Ah, that explains it,” Khaldun said.

“We can try in the morning,” said Mira. “As emissaries of Spanbrook, we might have more success.”

They stayed up late, catching up over several more rounds of ale, then they headed upstairs. Battleaxe had already reserved a room for Khaldun and Mira. Early the next morning, the two of them headed over to the castle on foot; it was only a few blocks away from the inn. But the guards at the gate refused to admit them.

Khaldun pulled his carpet out of the void, and they flew up to the keep. Landing on the roof, they encountered several more guards hurrying out to meet them. Mira introduced Khaldun and herself, and explained the reason for their visit. But their leader refused to allow them inside, and insisted that they leave.

Khaldun enclosed Mira and himself inside a shield spell, and pushed past them. The guards tried to apprehend them, but couldn’t penetrate his magic. Inside, they moved down to the main level, finding the prince in the great hall.

“What the hell is this?” the man demanded. He was sitting at the head table, his breakfast laid out before him on several large platters. “I thought I told you to reject all foreigners!”

“Apologies, Your Highness,” the leader of the group from the roof said with a bow. “We tried to stop them, but, sir… they’re sorcerers!”

“Bah! Worthless fools,” he muttered. To Mira and Khaldun, he added, “Well, you’re here now. You may approach.”

They walked up to his table.

“Prince Frederick, I am Lady Mira from Spanbrook, and this is my husband, Lord Khaldun. We are here to warn you of an impending elvish invasion. Their ships were seen rounding the western edge of Dorshire the day before yesterday. They could arrive here any day now.”

“Elves?” he said with a derisive chuckle. “What in God’s name would the elves want with us? They haven’t been seen in Anoria since ancient times.”

“Your Highness, they are here, we can assure you,” said Khaldun. “We’ve seen them for ourselves. They’ve already taken Rockport and Blacksand in preparation to conquer the rest of Dorshire, and they’re coming here next.”

“Bullshit. Unlike me, boy, Blacksand has an army. A damn large one, at that. And Gemstone Castle is impregnable—no army has ever taken it, and none ever will.”

“Your Highness, Gemstone Castle is gone,” Mira told him. “One of their mages hit it with earthquakes, and most of it toppled into the sea.”

The prince stared at her for a moment, worry and confusion on his face. “That’s impossible… How could anyone…”

“Sir, you must prepare for their arrival,” said Khaldun. “Lady Mira and I are here with three other sorcerers from the university. Alert your troops and⁠—”

“Troops?” he said, spittle flying from his mouth. “I’ve just told you we have no army. Only the City Guard, and they’d be no match for elves. This is a commercial city, for fuck’s sake!”

“Then order them to help your people evacuate,” said Mira. “If they do here what we’ve seen elsewhere, they’ll be content to take the harbor. We believe they’re taking the ports to establish supply lines for their forces as they proceed inland.”

“But they have destroyed the other castles, so we can expect them to do the same here,” Khaldun added. “Evacuate now, Your Highness, before it’s too late.”

Frederick stared at him in shock for a moment, saying nothing.

“Your Highness!” said Mira, startling him out of a daze.

“Never did I think we would face this day. Half the continent relies on the goods moving in and out of Oldport. Why would anyone ever attack? Destroying this city would cripple the trade⁠—”

“Sir, the elves don’t care about any of that,” said Khaldun. “They’re here to annihilate us. If you’re going to evacuate, you must do it now.”

“Yes, yes, of course,” he said, finally getting to his feet. He summoned his steward and master-at-arms, and gave the order to commence the evacuation.

Khaldun and Mira left the hall. They waited in the courtyard for a few minutes, watching as the castle came to life. Its occupants started emerging, some heading to the stables, and all of them leaving either on horseback or on foot. The prince’s steward dispatched a dozen heralds to spread the word throughout Oldport, and the city’s bells started ringing.

Khaldun and Mira returned to the inn, catching up with Battleaxe, Cyclone, and Mist in the common room. As they finished breakfast, a herald rushed inside to announce the evacuation, then ran out again.

The other patrons started talking, expressing disbelief that an invasion could be imminent. Mira got to her feet, addressing the room, and assuring them it was real. The innkeeper emerged from the kitchen, asking what the ruckus was about. Mira explained the situation and told him he and his staff needed to leave immediately.

Khaldun and Mira left the inn with the other three sorcerers. People were hustling about, and Mira heard several people talking about their plans to leave the city.

They decided to take to the sky and see if they could locate the incoming fleet. Battleaxe, Cyclone, and Mist had flown to Oldport together on Battleaxe’s carpet, but the other two had brought their own. Khaldun and Mira soared into the sky on his carpet, the other three right behind them.

Only normal traffic was coming and going in and out of the harbor. Flying out to sea, they headed north. They spotted a few ships, but they were Anorian merchant vessels. After an hour, there had been no sign of the elvish fleet. Mira was starting to wonder if they’d decided to bypass Oldport. She supposed it would be possible to land somewhere farther south, but then they’d have to cross the Green Mountains to reach Keepstone.

But finally, she spotted black sails on the horizon, and pointed them out to Khaldun. The sorcerers moved in closer to the fleet. Mira estimated there were at least a hundred ships. Khaldun tried calling fire to incinerate one of them, but nothing happened.

“They must have spells in place to prevent fires,” he said.

Cyclone went to work. The skies to their west grew dark, and Mira spotted a dozen waterspouts forming, headed directly for the fleet. But as the twisters grew closer, they disappeared. Someone powerful on one of the ships must have canceled them.

The thunderheads moved in, and heavy hale pelted the ships. A barrage of lightning hit, striking multiple vessels. Mira could feel the energy in the air, but the bolts had no discernable effect.

Suddenly, Mist screamed. Her carpet buckled in the middle, and she dropped like a stone. Someone had canceled the air providing her lift. Khaldun dove, racing past her. He positioned their carpet directly beneath her, and Mira reached out, helping the sorcerer make a safe landing on their carpet. But moments later, Battleaxe tumbled out of the sky. Cyclone saved her, and they decided to head back to land. They reached Oldport and landed by the lighthouse.

“They’ve got someone powerful with them,” Cyclone told the others. “No one’s ever been able to cancel my twisters so easily.”

“We believe Nyro might have found a way to restore members of her Sacred Circle to life,” Khaldun told them. “We saw an elf in Blacksand we think was Xythor. Another in Rockport could have been Gnasher. If Typhoon is with this fleet, she’d have no trouble canceling your magic.”

Cyclone shook her head. “The Sacred Circle reborn. This is worse than any nightmare.”

“We’ve got a few hours before they get here,” said Battleaxe. “Let’s head back to the inn. We should have a clear view of their arrival from the roof. Once their troops are on dry land, without the protection of their ships, we should have better luck against them.”

They took off again, landing out in front of the inn. The streets were clear now; Oldport looked and sounded like a ghost town. Making their way into the building, they climbed the steps to the top, opened the trapdoor, and used the folding ladder to get to the roof.

Mira couldn’t believe how quiet the city had become. She could hear the gulls crying down by the harbor. Looking to the south, she could still see people streaming out of the city. They’d probably seek refuge in some of the princedom’s smaller holdings.

Sure enough, almost three hours later, the enemy fleet’s black sails moved into view. The first ships sailed into the harbor, unloading their passengers before moving out again. They decided to wait until the elves had established their camp before striking again. So, Mira kept watch while the others went inside to eat.

The elvish ships kept cycling through the harbor, offloading their troops before heading back out to sea. One regiment after another formed ranks and marched eastward. In the distance, Mira could see them making camp in the fields beyond the city’s outskirts.

Khaldun returned with the others; he’d brought her a plate of food. Mira hadn’t realized how hungry she was, and scarfed it down. When she was done, she spotted a couple of enemy regiments headed into the city.

“They’re probably going to the castle,” Khaldun said. “But we should be ready to fly, just in case.”

The troops continued in their general direction. But as they drew closer, it became apparent that he was right. They reached the castle, forming ranks in the square right in front of it. Horns sounded, but it didn’t look like they were doing anything.

“Look at the castle walls!” Mist said.

It took a second, but then Mira realized the walls were glowing. The elves were using their magic to melt the stone. A minute later, the castle collapsed in a cloud of dust. When the air cleared, only a giant pile of rubble remained. The enemy troops marched back to the harbor.

Getting all of the ships unloaded ended up taking the elves a few more hours. But finally, the last of them dropped off their passengers and headed out of the harbor.

“All right,” Battleaxe said. “Let’s go see what kind of damage we can inflict.”

The five of them got onto their carpets and took off, heading east. Khaldun cast the spells that would allow them to see each other while invisible. Mist rode with Cyclone this time, keeping her own carpet tucked into the void. As they approached the enemy camp, they all went invisible.

Khaldun circled the area once. As they’d seen before, the camp was organized into perfectly straight rows. Mist had transformed, and Mira saw her descending earthward in cloud form. She engulfed the entire camp, making it impossible to see anything within. Suddenly, lightning bolts started striking inside the fog, dozens in rapid succession, over and over again. Screams filled the air, sending a chill down Mira’s spine. It was the sound of elves dying a painful death.

But then a howling noise drowned out the screams, coming from somewhere downriver. A gale swept through the camp, moving Mist eastward. Mira lost sight of her through the trees. The carpets had to move higher to escape the blast, and before long, the fog moved up to one of the others and disappeared. Mist had retaken her human form on Cyclone’s carpet.

As Khaldun moved in closer to the camp again, Mira got a view of dozens of elvish corpses littering the ground. It was the most she’d seen anywhere so far.

Khaldun called fire, creating an enormous wall of flame by the western end of the camp. It swept through the area, burning everything it touched. More elves died, but others canceled the flames before they’d moved very far.

The four of them started incinerating individual elves. But before they’d killed more than a few dozen this way, someone canceled the air beneath their carpets, and they plummeted earthward.

Mira screamed. Khaldun grabbed her in a bearhug, calling air at the same time to cushion their landing. They still hit the ground hard, rolling several feet before finally coming to a stop. Mira got to her feet, unstrapping herself from the carpet and dusting herself off. “How did they find us while we were invisible?”

“Their mage must have sensed our spells,” Battleaxe said. They’d landed in an open field, south of the camp. “We’d better get out of here.”

But as she spoke, Mira spotted a giant, naked elf approaching them. Standing at least eight feet tall, she was the most beautiful being Mira had ever seen. Sharply delineated muscles rippled beneath smooth, ebony skin. She pierced Mira’s soul with her emerald green eyes, and a mane of sleek, black hair fell to her shoulders. In one hand she held a gleaming sword with a tiger head on its hilt. The blade was longer than any Mira had ever seen.

The elf smiled. Before Mira could react, Battleaxe pulled her weapons out of the void, striding across the field to meet this foe.

“Battleaxe, no!” Khaldun cried.

But it was too late. The sorcerer charged, engaging the elf in a blindingly fast whirlwind of steel. They both moved too quickly for Mira to track what was happening. She could only see a blur of metal, occasionally catching a brief view of an axe or sword as it changed direction. Battleaxe wore her usual skin-tight, black leather, the visible areas of her golden skin contrasting against the elf’s dark body.

Battleaxe screamed as a jet of blood spurted across the grass. Mira’s heart jumped into her throat. But a second later, the elf howled in pain as a red gash opened across her left breast. The battle continued, neither able to dominate the other, and Mira noticed a group of elves emerging from the camp to watch.

Mira screamed when one of Battleaxe’s weapons went flying, landing near Khaldun. He picked it up and held onto it, watching these two warriors with rapt attention.

The fight continued, and moments later, the elf’s sword went spinning into the field. Battleaxe moved in, swinging her remaining weapon. But the elf caught the axe’s handle in both hands, and the two of them stood there battling for control. Finally, the elf kicked Battleaxe in the ribs, knocking her through the air and ripping the weapon from her hands. Battleaxe landed flat on her back with a grunt as the elf leaped, raising the axe over her head for a death blow.

“NO!” Mira screamed.

Battleaxe turned onto her stomach, desperately trying to scamper away. But an instant before the elf reached her, she vanished. Her enemy landed, embedding the axe in the ground. Rising to her full height, she scanned the field, looking for Battleaxe, but she was nowhere to be seen.

The elf stared at Mira, Khaldun, Mist, and Cyclone, and smiled. Her beauty was so intense it was painful to behold, and Mira had to look away.

“Which of you possesses the courage to face me next?” the elf called out.

Before any of them could react, a massive fire tornado formed around them, wind and flames circling them faster than the eye could see. It roared like some kind of monster, the noise filling Mira’s ears. The wind whipped her hair around, blowing it across her face. She pulled it away to see the elf advancing on them.

There was no escape. Mira could cancel the tornado, but none of them could hope to defeat the elf in single combat.

Suddenly, Mist transformed, engulfing the elvish mage and hitting her with lightning bolts, over and over again. The tornado disappeared. Khaldun tucked Battleaxe’s weapons and carpet into the void as Cyclone unfurled her carpet and took off. Mira got onto Khaldun’s and strapped herself in, and they shot into the sky right behind her.

“You tucked Battleaxe into oblivion, I assume?” Mira asked.

“Yes. I’ll free her as soon as we land.”

The elf’s screams faded into the distance as they moved into the outskirts of the city. Khaldun and Cyclone landed, and he freed Battleaxe from the void.

“You just saved my ass,” she said as he returned her belongings to her. “Thanks for that.”

“Any time,” he said with a grin.

“What’s it like in the void?” Mira asked.

Battleaxe considered this for a moment. “Like floating in endless darkness. I felt no ground beneath me, and it was utterly silent.”

“Were you aware of time passing?” Mira asked.

“Why, how long was I in there? It wasn’t days or weeks, was it?”

“No,” Mira said with a chuckle. “Ten or fifteen minutes, perhaps.”

“That sounds about right,” Battleaxe said with a nod.

Mist’s fog rolled over them. She retook her normal form and said, “Holy hell, that mage is strong. She blew me away again like it was child’s play.”

“Strong fighter, too,” Battleaxe said, admiration in her voice. “I’ve been beaten before, but never so easily.”

“Who else has beaten you?” Khaldun asked her suspiciously.

“Warhammer a few times when we used to train together,” she replied. “And there was a classmate at the Bastion, a Shifari woman. She was a couple of years behind me. We were a pretty even match. But half the time I only lost because I was distracted. She’s got that same sexual energy as Allure.”

“Was her name Imani, by any chance?” Mira asked with a knowing smile.

“You’ve met her?”

“Of course, I have. She came to Spanbrook with the Eagle Company. She’s our master-at-arms now.”

“I’ll be damned,” Battleaxe said. “I didn’t know she joined them. Shouldn’t surprise me, though. She always did have a problem following orders. Wouldn’t have lasted long in any of the princedoms’ armies.”

“The elvish mage must be Typhoon,” said Cyclone. “No one else could have called that fire tornado she used to trap us. I’m not sure I could have created something that fierce.”

“We’d better get to Keepstone and warn them what’s coming,” said Battleaxe. “The idiot refused to take a mirror, so we have to alert them in person.”

“Not true,” Khaldun said with a grin. “Legion let me link mine to his right before we left.”

“Perfect,” said Mist. “Because it’s almost dark, and I despise flying at night.”

“Yeah, and I could use a meal, several drinks, and a good night’s sleep after that fight,” Battleaxe said. “Come on. Let’s get back to the inn.”


Chapter 15
Anoria


The old elf stared at Syllith in surprise. “I could ask the same of you. What is a human doing in Drengrvollr?”

“You speak the common tongue.”

“The human tongue. It is far from common among my people. But yes.”

“So, who the hell are you?” she repeated.

He regarded her in silence for a few moments, looking her up and down, making Syllith self-conscious. She wanted to hide her nakedness from him, but had no way to do so. “My name is Asmund. From Ellrivollr, the southeast kingdom of this continent. I have traveled far to come here.”

“And why are you here?” she asked suspiciously.

“You first. Tell me your name, human.”

“I am Syllith.”

“And how did you come to be here?”

“It’s your turn.”

Asmund chuckled. “Very well. Years ago, word of Estrid’s rise to power came to my people. News that she had been crowned queen, and that Drengrvollr had voted to cast democracy aside. Though this was disturbing, it was hardly surprising. The rest of the continent forced representative government on this kingdom, and it was never a natural fit.

“However, Estrid’s invasion of Mestrland was shocking. The kingdoms had kept the peace for centuries. When she took Ellrivollr, I watched in horror. And I started to suspect that all was not right with our supreme leader.”

“Your people allowed her to take over. Reaper told me she gained the support of the populace after the initial invasion.”

“Yes, and I couldn’t understand it at first,” Asmund said with a nod. “Her rule goes against everything my people stand for. Ours was the oldest democracy in the world. We have never known any other way. But I realized that those who voiced dissent quickly disappeared from public view.

“Digging deeper, I discovered that Estrid was silencing them. Some she subdued with magic—mostly those who were indispensable to the operation of the bureaucracy in some way. They were no longer themselves, and after subduing one of them myself, I realized they were under a spell limiting their behavior.

“Most dissenters simply vanished. I uncovered evidence that some had been murdered. Others had been thrown into makeshift jails, and Estrid used them to blackmail other officials.

“It took me many years to learn the truth. And by the time I did, Estrid had conquered the entire continent. I helped establish a resistance movement. We’ve got operatives in all five kingdoms, but progress has been difficult and dangerous. Estrid has her spies everywhere, and when one of us is outed, they are killed.

“Over time, my concerns regarding the supreme leader took a different turn. And when she announced her plans to mount an invasion of Anoria, it removed any lingering doubt I might have felt: Estrid was not the person we believed her to be.”

Syllith chuckled derisively. “You’re right about that. But how did that announcement finally open your eyes? And how did you find this place?”

“Invading Anoria serves no purpose. Our people stand to gain nothing from such a campaign. Yet it will cost us dearly in lives and resources. I decided to investigate Estrid’s origins to figure out what was going on.

“Estrid spent most of her life representing Krokr in the Drengrvollri senate, so it made sense to come here. According to neighbors, her manor on the hill had been vacant since her departure for Mestrland. However, I was able to track down a few members of her household. They were terrified of me, and refused to talk at first. I had to use magic to get the truth out of them. But then, they reported witnessing a radical change in her behavior roughly fifteen years ago. They told me stories about wild parties and orgies. And a human woman living with Estrid, going everywhere with her, disguised as an elf.

“There had been no reports about any such companion in the other kingdoms. So, I figured she must either be dead, or still living in Krokr somewhere. After a visit to the city’s hall of records, I discovered that Estrid purchased this island shortly before her invasion of Mestrland. And so, here I am.”

“You’re a mage, then,” said Syllith. Asmund nodded. “Senator Estrid died fifteen years ago. Nyro killed her before reanimating her body.”

“Nyro?” Asmund said, gasping in surprise. “The ancient empress of Anoria? The human necromancer?”

“The one and only,” Syllith said.

“That’s impossible. I remember when my people sent a force of arms to Anoria to take her down. They killed Nyro and her Sacred Circle.”

“You remember?” Syllith repeated incredulously. “That was nearly a millennium ago. How can⁠—”

“I am that old,” Asmund said with a chuckle. “I was only a boy then, but I watched the ships set sail. Like your people’s sorcerers, our mages are long-lived. Though my longevity is extreme even among my people. But please explain to me how Nyro could be the one behind all of this.”

Syllith took a deep breath. She spent the next hour telling him everything, starting with her discovery that Nyro and her Sacred Circle had survived in demon form inside the barrier surrounding Pytha. She described the events leading to Nyro’s liberation, and everything she’d done since coming to the elvish continent.

“These are grave tidings indeed,” Asmund said when she was done. “I must warn my people back home. If we can get the word out—expose her true identity—we may be able to topple her and put an end to this madness.”

“What about me?” Syllith said. “What about my people? I’ve got to get out of here and warn them. Will you release me?”

“Yes, of course,” he said. With a wave of his hand, her cell door unlocked.

Syllith moved into the corridor. She stared down at Reaper’s body for a moment, then dropped to her knees, straddling him and trying to choke the life out of him.

“No!” Asmund said, pulling her away from him. “What are you doing?” he demanded as she fell onto her back.

“You have no idea what he’s done to me here,” she said, tears streaking down her cheeks. A dam had burst inside of her the moment she’d stepped out of that cell, and the pent-up rage of the last decade and a half was pouring out of her. “I will kill him.”

“If what you have told me is true, he will return to his demonic form when this body dies,” Asmund said, standing between Syllith and her tormentor. “Then he will go to Nyro and alert her to your escape.”

Deep inside of her, a kernel of reason recognized the truth in his words, tempering her rage. “What do you propose, then? If he regains consciousness, he’s sure to alert her anyway.”

“I will perform the magic necessary to lock him away inside his own mind,” said Asmund. “It will leave him able to eat, sleep, and drink, but little else. Using the same spells Nyro used to control you, I will ensure the remaining staff will take care of him and keep him alive. This will give me the time I need to rally my people, and you the ability to travel to Anoria unhindered and warn yours.”

“That won’t work,” said Syllith. “Nyro’s been checking in with him, updating him on her progress. If he fails to respond, she’ll know something’s wrong.”

Asmund nodded, taking a deep breath. “In that case, I will cast the same spells to control Reaper and the staff. Reaper will believe that you are still here, in your cell, and will continue responding to Nyro as if nothing has changed. And I will ensure he has no memory of my presence here.”

Syllith agreed.

Asmund called air to move Reaper up to the castle’s main level, lying him on the floor. Syllith spotted the servants lying unconscious. Asmund spent the next several minutes casting the spells to control Reaper. When he was done, he took care of the staff one at a time, casting the spells to lock them into perpetual service taking care of Reaper, and never leaving the island. Syllith knew Nyro had made arrangements for regular supply deliveries, so as long as those continued, this arrangement should work indefinitely.

“It is done,” Asmund said. “They will wake up after we have left, and continue with their lives as if nothing has happened.”

Next, he cast an illusion to disguise Syllith as an elf child, wearing typical elvish garb. He made himself appear as a young magistrate. They left the house, making their way down to the dock by the light of the twin moons. A small boat was tied up there. The two of them boarded, and Asmund rowed them across the bay. They went ashore on a secluded beach outside of the city. Once he’d hidden the boat in the weeds, they made their way on foot, reaching Krokr as the sun cracked the horizon.

Asmund took her to the central market. Most of the stalls weren’t open yet, but they found an open one selling clothing. He purchased a set of robes and a pair of sandals for her, then they made their way to the harbor. At the end of one of the piers, they reached a small, ocean-going vessel. Asmund called out to an elf on the deck. He nodded, disappearing inside and returning a minute later with a second elf. That one disembarked, eyeing Asmund skeptically as they exchanged muttered words. Then he cracked a smile, embracing the old mage and patting him on the back.

The sailor led them onboard, and they moved below-deck to a chamber at the rear of the vessel. The two elves conversed in their native tongue for several minutes. Syllith didn’t need to speak the language to understand that the sailor was reluctant to help. Finally, Asmund produced a purse, placing half a dozen gold coins on the table. The sailor seemed to start coming around, judging from his tone and body language, but they continued talking for several more minutes. Asmund placed a dozen more gold coins on the table. At last, the sailor nodded, shaking his hand before collecting his payment and leaving the cabin.

“Captain Einar has agreed to transport you to Anoria,” Asmund told her in hushed tones. “He didn’t want to take the job, but I explained the situation, and offered a king’s ransom in gold, and he finally agreed.”

“You told him the truth about Nyro? And about me?” she asked, her heart hammering in her chest. “How do we know we can trust him?”

“Relax, human. He’s a member of the resistance. I’ve known him for many years, and his father for decades before that. He knows you’re human, so once you’ve lost sight of land, there will be no need for you to maintain your disguise.”

“Why are you willing to help me like this? That was no small payment.”

“We must do everything in our power to stop Nyro. I will do what I can here to forestall this invasion, but I fear it may already be too late. If you can get a warning to your people—if they’re prepared—they may be able to prevent her from carrying out her plans. Find a way to end her.”

Syllith nodded. “Thank you.”

Asmund gripped her shoulder. “Good luck, human.”

It had taken Einar a few hours to recall his crew. But then they’d set sail right away, leaving the bay and moving into the open ocean. Syllith had changed into her robes and tried canceling the illusion making her look like an elf child, but her magic refused to work. But one of Einar’s crew was a mage, so he removed the spell for her.

“You speak the common tongue,” Syllith said in surprise.

“Only a little. We trade with Horn in Shifar sometimes. Learned it there.”

That had been weeks ago. Syllith had exchanged few words with him since then. It was a lonely journey, but she was alive, they provided food and water, and she was going home. She could only hope it wasn’t already too late.

The good weather held for the next three weeks. Syllith spent most of her time in her cabin. Nightmares disrupted her sleep most nights, infused with memories of her time in captivity with Reaper, so Syllith caught up on her sleep during the day. But she did spend some time on the deck each day, relishing the sunlight and ocean breeze.

Finally, early one morning, the crew spotted land. The captain took them in close, but his mage explained that they were near northern Pytha, and there was nowhere to land. They’d been making for Kong, but the wind hadn’t cooperated, and the captain was eager to get to Horn. Syllith had explained Anoria’s geopolitical situation to Asmund, and he’d tried to talk Einar into taking her to Northcoast, but he’d refused. The elves didn’t have any dealings with the northern princedoms, and landing in Horn would have added weeks, if not months to her journey. She needed to get to Highgate, or the university, or somewhere with people she knew. Einar had agreed to take her to a port in southern Kong, insisting that was the best he could do.

But there were no ports in Pytha. And the coast was too rocky for them to get any closer. They could send her with a rowboat and enough food for a few days, but their supplies were low until they could restock in Horn. Syllith had little choice. So she thanked them and bade them farewell, then took the sack they’d given her, and climbed into the rowboat. Lowering the paddles into the water, she rowed herself to shore, watching the ship fade away in the distance.

It took her about an hour, and her muscles ached by the time she was done, but she made it to land. A big wave pushed her the final distance onto a rocky beach. Climbing out of the boat, she pulled it farther inland. She doubted Nyro’s forces would come anywhere near the Pythan coast; the former kingdom was a wasteland. They’d probably sail around Kong and land in northern Maeda and Dorshire. Or else go south and start in Shifar to make their way north. But just in case, Syllith hid the boat behind a rocky outcropping, where it wouldn’t be visible from the sea.

Gazing inland, she could see the Mystic Mountains in the distance. Her food wouldn’t last more than a few days, and she had no knowledge of hunting. Nor did she possess the necessary equipment. Nor was there likely to be any game in this area. But if she could make it up the pass to the watchtower, she might still find supplies there. Enigma had kept the place stocked, and the dried and salted foods he stored there could last for years. And she could get a look in the seeing stone to apprise herself of developments across the continent. If Nyro’s invasion had already commenced, she’d need to adjust her plans accordingly.

Taking a deep breath, and hoisting her sack over her shoulder, Syllith set out, heading generally westward. As long as she kept the mountain range’s foothills to her right, she should have no trouble finding the route to the watchtower.

Hours went by, and Syllith focused on putting one foot in front of the other. The straps of her sandals were chafing against her ankles, and her entire body ached. This was the most physical activity she’d had in years. But she pressed ahead.

She stopped a couple of times to rest and eat. But she’d have to keep herself on rations to make the food and water last as long as possible. Finally, as the sun set, she decided to rest for the night. There was nowhere to shelter, and nothing but rocky desert as far as the eye could see. But with the lack of life here, she didn’t think she’d have to worry about predators. She lay down on the ground, drifting off to sleep in no time.

Something woke her in the middle of the night, and she found herself in a windstorm. The air was thick with dust, and the wind gusts whipped her hair around. She slept only fitfully after that. At dawn, she got up and kept going.

Syllith marched for two more days, and the distant mountains hardly seemed to get any closer. Finally, as sunset approached on her third day in Pytha, she spotted buildings in the distance. Drawing closer, she could see they were the remains of an ancient village. Centuries of erosion had worn away much of the brick and stone surfaces, but this would still provide some respite from the wind. Taking shelter inside one of the structures, she ate some of her food, and lay down to sleep. She was dozing off when a noise in the distance startled her awake.

Syllith sat up, holding her breath and listening intently. There it was again—it sounded like something squeaking. She heard it a couple of more times, and decided it must be a trick of the wind. But then she heard voices.

Scurrying to the opposite wall, she gazed through an opening that had probably been a window. She spotted a flickering light in the distance. Who the hell could this be? She waited with bated breath as they approached. There were at least three distinct voices, two male and one female. Finally, she spotted a wagon moving into view, with two horses pulling it. A man and a woman rode on the front of the wagon, and two more men walked alongside it, one bearing a torch, and the other a staff. The mage had cast a flame to light their way. The wagon stopped right outside her building.

“I don’t think we’ll find much here,” the man in the wagon said, as he and the woman stepped out of it. “But let’s check the buildings before we turn in.”

“Shit,” Syllith muttered, moving away from the window as one of the men approached. She had no way of knowing who these people were or if they posed any danger to her. And she didn’t want to find out the hard way. Muttering the spell to make herself invisible, she tried desperately to call upon her magic. But nothing happened.

Light spilled across the floor from the adjacent chamber. Syllith thought about climbing out the window, but it was too late. A young man moved into the room, starting and yelling in surprise at the sight of her.

“Who are you?” he asked, stepping closer. But then his eyes went wide, and he backed away, holding his staff a little tighter. “You’re a sorcerer?”

Syllith’s golden skin was a dead giveaway, though in truth she wasn’t a sorcerer anymore. But he didn’t seem to know the difference between a sorcerer and a necromancer, and she didn’t want to enlighten him. “I am. But I mean you no harm. I was sheltering here for the night, but I’ll be on my way.”

“No, no—we didn’t mean to disturb you. We didn’t know you were here. It’s not very often we encounter anyone else in the wasteland, especially not a sorcerer.”

“Who the hell are you talking to?” a voice called from the other room. The man with the torch moved into view, shouting in surprise when he saw her, nearly dropping his torch. “Apologies, my lady,” he said, holding one hand on his chest. “Never expected to find anyone else out here.”

“We should let her be,” the wizard said, nudging his comrade out of the room. “She was sheltering here. We can move on.”

“Nonsense,” he said, refusing to move. “This ain’t no shelter—you haven’t even got a bedroll. Sleeping on the hard ground can’t be all that comfortable. Why don’t you join us? We’ve got food, and a spare tent you’re welcome to borrow.”

“I wouldn’t want to be a burden,” she said, reluctant to put her trust in these people without knowing anything about them. “You can stay here; I’ll leave.”

“Won’t be any burden at all,” the man said. “These lands are lonely and inhospitable. Come on. Sulee’s cooking us a stew tonight, and trust me, you don’t want to miss that. Anyway, she’s gonna insist that you join us. So you might as well surrender now.”

“Who are you people?” Syllith demanded. “What are you doing in this wasteland?”

“We’re antique dealers,” the wizard said. “Well, they are, anyway. I’m the hired help.”

“Antique dealers?” she repeated. “No one’s lived here in a thousand years. What the hell could possibly bring you to this land?”

“That’s exactly the point,” the wizard explained. “Ever since the barrier came down, and people started exploring this land, ancient Pythan artifacts have become a hot commodity in Kong. Rich folks will pay an arm and a leg for pottery and earthenware from this area.”

“And especially for jewelry,” the other man said. “The stuff has become hard to find, though. There wasn’t much to begin with—seems like the magic covering this land must have worn a lot of it away over the centuries. And after the barrier came down, there was something of a rush, and those early scavengers picked the bones nearly clean. But we still find enough to keep us going.”

Syllith was exhausted, and doubted she’d make it much farther on foot tonight. And a hot meal was too tempting to refuse. These people seemed harmless enough, so she agreed to join them.

The wizard introduced himself as Farid. The man was Yuze. His brother was the man driving the wagon; his name was Bolin, and his wife was Sulee. Syllith emerged from the building with Farid and Yuze, and they introduced her to the other two. Sure enough, Sulee insisted that she join them. Bolin got a fire going, and Sulee started preparing their meal.

Syllith, Farid, and Yuze sat around the fire, and Yuze produced a bottle of liquor, offering it to her first. Syllith took a long swig. She hadn’t tasted alcohol in years, and it burned going down.

“If you don’t mind my asking, what brought you to Pytha?” Farid asked.

“It’s a long story,” she said. “Has anything, ah, unusual been going on in Kong lately?”

“Unusual, how?” Yuze asked.

“Militarily.”

“Militarily? Nah, no one in Kong has a military. Just all the gang leaders jockeying for territory, but that’s nothing new.”

“No one from the outside?” Syllith asked.

“What, you mean from Maeda?” Yuze said. “Not a chance. They don’t want nothing to do with our land. At least, I haven’t heard of any of them coming over. What about you?” he asked his brother.

Bolin shrugged and shook his head.

Syllith breathed a sigh of relief. Maybe Nyro’s invasion hadn’t started yet.

Sulee served them piping hot stew in ceramic bowls, and Syllith wolfed it down. She burned her mouth a bit, but it was worth it. The stew was delicious. Sulee refilled her bowl, and she downed that, too.

“You are too skinny,” the woman observed. “It doesn’t look like you’ve eaten well in a year.”

Syllith snorted. “It’s been a bit longer than that, I’m afraid. Thank you for the meal—this is very good.”

Sulee insisted she have a third bowl. Syllith couldn’t refuse, and felt stuffed by the time she’d finished it.

They set up their tents after that. Sulee and Bolin retired for the night, and Yuze climbed into his tent a few minutes later. But Syllith sat up with Farid, drinking and talking.

“Farid’s not a Kongese name,” she observed. “And your features are darker. You could almost pass for a wayfarer.”

“My father was one,” he said. “He left the troupe when he came of age, and ended up in Hido. My mother named me after him.”

“That explains it,” she said. He was attractive. Syllith suspected he was probably popular with the ladies. But he had to be half her age.

“Where are you from?” Farid asked, eyeing her suspiciously. “I thought I could identify all the sorcerers in the northern princedoms, but you don’t match any of the descriptions.”

Syllith chuckled. “I’ve, ah, been away for a while.”

“You must have studied at the university. They wouldn’t admit me because of my heritage.”

“I was a governor,” she confessed. “But that was actually before I transformed.”

“You were a governor?” he asked, awe in his voice. “Why did you leave?”

“Not by choice,” she muttered. “I’d rather not talk about it, though.”

“Oh, of course,” he said. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to intrude. It’s just that… well, I’ve always been fascinated with the sorcerers. Allure and Semblant, most of all. I would love to meet them someday.”

“They are powerful,” Syllith said with a nod. “I served with them.”

“I always wished I could transform, but I’m a little too old for that now.”

“How old are you?”

“Thirty in a few months. What about you?” he added with a grin.

Syllith took a swig of alcohol. “Older than thirty,” she said, rolling her eyes, and handing him the bottle. He took it from her, his fingers lingering on hers.

“You don’t look much older than me,” he said with a smile, holding her gaze. “I’ve heard sorcerers make the best lovers.” Syllith chuckled, averting her eyes. When she looked up, he was sitting right next to her. “Is it true?”

“I’ll let you be the judge of that,” she said, embracing him and plunging her tongue into his mouth.


Chapter 16
Bracing for the Storm


Khaldun and Mira returned to the inn with Battleaxe, Mist, and Cyclone. It was strange seeing the city so empty, and the inn completely vacant. Battleaxe and Mist went to the kitchen to start cooking, while Khaldun used his mirror to contact Legion. Cyclone brought them each a bottle of mead. Mira was pretty sure she’d consumed more alcohol in the past few weeks than she had in the previous year.

Legion sounded like a playful young woman today. Mira would never get used to hearing a different voice every time they spoke to the sorcerer. Khaldun let them know they’d evacuated Oldport, effectively surrendering it to the elves. And he told them about the mage they suspected was Typhoon. Legion was intrigued to learn that the Sacred Circle might have found a way to take elvish bodies. They reported that the combined armies of Keepstone and the Bastion were ready for the onslaught. Khaldun told them that Battleaxe, Cyclone, and Mist would be flying to them first thing the next morning.

Khaldun contacted Jezebel next, and apprised her of the situation as well.

“Jelena says the army in Rockport hasn’t shown any signs of moving out,” she told him. “But I suspect they’ll start marching inland soon, now that they’ve landed in Oldport. Spanbrook and Keepstone are sure to be their two primary targets. You and Mira had better return here. Allure, Semblant, and Sage are heading here from the university tomorrow.”

“Understood. We’ll get underway at first light, so we should make it there late tomorrow night,” said Khaldun. “Battleaxe, Mist, and Cyclone will be flying to Keepstone.”

It was almost an hour later by the time Battleaxe and Mist served dinner, but it was delicious, and well worth the wait. They sat up late drinking and chatting after that.

“You’re telling me that Imani can’t beat Allison?” Battleaxe said incredulously after Mira told her about the princess’s training sessions with the master-at-arms. “That must be because she uses magic, right?”

“She doesn’t cast spells against her, but she does move weapons into and out of the void,” Mira explained. “She’ll start with two swords, then swap one for a dagger, for example. But it’s been a few years since Imani could defeat her.”

Battleaxe shook her head in disbelief, chugging the rest of her mead.

“It’s true,” said Khaldun. “She took out the two elves we found at Rockhedge without taking so much as a scratch. It’s something else. Other than Imani, you’re the only person I’ve seen fight the way she does. It’s like she goes into some sort of trance.”

“Well, I’ll be glad to have her fighting on our side, then,” Battleaxe said. “But I never would have imagined her possessing such skill after seeing her at the university.”

“She might have been slow to learn magic at first, but she was already a formidable fighter before she left Spanbrook,” said Mira. “Don’t forget, she was the heir to a princedom. Her father made sure she learned combat from a very young age.”

“And her magic has grown at a frightening pace since those days as well,” Khaldun said. “When Allure started teaching her, she said it was like a dam burst inside of her. And trust me, that flow has only increased over the years.”

Mira nodded. “I can sense her power through my null, and she’s nearly as strong as Typhoon, and the mage we encountered in Rockport. Gnasher, I guess.”

“That’s impressive,” Cyclone said. “Allure did say she possessed the potential to rival Nyro one day. It would seem she’s living up to that prediction.”

“Good thing,” said Battleaxe, taking a long drink of her mead. “Because that old bitch is going to show up here any day now. And the rest of us sure as hell can’t take her.”

“The rest of us can’t even take the Sacred Circle,” muttered Cyclone.

“Probably not,” said Mist. “Well, the end of the world could be upon us. But for tonight, we’ve got an entire inn to ourselves, and all the alcohol we could want.”

“I’ll drink to that,” said Battleaxe, and they all clinked their glasses together.

Cyclone volunteered to take the first watch that night. She headed up to the roof as the others retired to their rooms. Mira lay down with Khaldun and fell asleep almost immediately.

They returned to the common room in the morning and sat down for breakfast with the others. Battleaxe had taken the second watch, and reported no developments overnight. The army was still camped by the river, and didn’t look like it was moving out anytime soon.

Once they’d finished eating, they left the inn. Bidding each other farewell, they got onto their carpets and departed. Battleaxe, Mist, and Cyclone rode together, heading southeast, while Khaldun and Mira set out to the northeast.

The two of them stopped midday in a clearing in the forest to stretch their legs and eat some of the provisions they’d taken from the inn. They stopped again just before sunset, then kept flying. It was fully dark by the time they’d reached Castle Barclay. Khaldun landed in the courtyard, then they headed inside once he’d tucked his carpet into the void.

They found Jezebel and Allison in the private hall with Allure and Sage. The four of them got up to greet them, embracing them both in turn.

“You must be exhausted from your journey,” said Jezebel. “Sit down, I’ll have the kitchen prepare you a meal.”

Mira and Khaldun sat down with the others as she hurried off. Allison poured them each a glass of wine.

“Where’s Semblant,” Mira asked, taking a sip.

“He went for a walk,” Allure said, “as a giant bear. Said he wants to familiarize himself with the landscape before the battle.”

“As a bear?” Khaldun repeated with a grin.

“That’s been his recent obsession,” Allure said. “Before this, it was tigers.”

“Either way, he should have no trouble slaughtering elves,” Sage said.

“Could he transform into a dragon?” Mira asked.

“That’s a good question,” Allure said with a shrug. “I don’t see why not. I’ll ask him when he returns.”

“Speaking of dragons,” said Khaldun, “we should check in with Lavinia. This might be a good time for her to join the fight.”

“Yes, definitely,” Mira agreed.

“I’m sorry, but who’s Lavinia?” Sage asked.

“The dragon lord chieftain,” said Mira. “I’ll contact her in the morning.”

Jezebel returned, and several minutes later, the staff served Mira and Khaldun their meals. The group retired for the night after that.

Early the next morning, Khaldun and Mira joined the princesses, Emma, Amari and Imani, Camilla and Gregor, Allure and Sage, and the provincial delegates for a privy council meeting. “Semblant won’t be joining us,” Allure told the others. “He eschews formal gatherings at all cost these days.”

“I don’t blame him,” Jezebel said. “So would I, if I thought I could get away with it.” The others chuckled. “Now that the elves have landed their third army in Oldport, we believe their attack here is imminent. Spanbrook and Keepstone are the most powerful princedoms in Dorshire, so we expect the armies from Rockport and Oldport to march inland in an attempt to sack our castles.”

“What about the force in Blacksand?” asked Mira. “Will they come here, too?”

“It’s hard to say, my lady,” said Amari. “They may send those troops into central Dorshire, though there is no concentration of power in any of those princedoms the way we have here and in Keepstone.”

“We must assume they will come here,” said Imani. “Which means we will face a two-pronged assault. We have had no news of any elvish forces landing to our east. Your Highness, we should send our remaining territorial forces from Newberry, Monroe, and Ashland to reinforce our troops in Wayland. That will give us fifteen thousand soldiers there, as well as in Franconia.”

“And leave those territories defenseless?” said Emma.

“We still have five thousand troops in Hadley who could move into Ashland very quickly should we see an attack from the south,” said Allison. “But the only enemy force in that direction is the army heading to Keepstone. They’d have to march across half the continent to get here, which would give us plenty of warning.”

“General? What do you think?” Jezebel asked Amari.

He mulled it over for a minute. Mira suspected he was reluctant to agree with any proposal of Imani’s on general principle. But finally, he said, “I must agree, Your Highness. The only likely landing point to our east is Northcoast, and so far, there have been no reports of elvish ships there. We would have plenty of warning were they to show up there.”

“And any army landing in Northcoast would most likely be heading to Stoutwall or Highgate,” said Allison. “I agree with Imani. We’ll hear from Jelena the moment the army in Rockport moves out. And we can send carpets to patrol the lands west of here to give us advanced warning of any movement by the army in Blacksand. The initial battles will take place in Franconia and Wayland.”

“Very well,” said Jezebel, taking a deep breath. “As we’ve discussed, you’ll lead our forces in Franconia,” she said to Amari. “And we’ll send Imani to take command in Wayland.”

“What about the remaining troops from Blacksand’s army?” said Sage. “They’re headed here, aren’t they?”

“Yes, but still many days out,” said Jezebel. “They’ll arrive ahead of the enemy, though.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure,” said Khaldun. “The elves are larger and stronger. Their longer stride alone will give them a speed advantage. I fear they will overrun Carlo and his troops.”

“We could transport the Blacksanders here by carpet,” Allure suggested.

“Five thousand of them?” said Amari. “We have five carpets. Even with eight passengers per carpet, it would take over a hundred roundtrips to get them all here.”

“Semblant can take twenty people per trip,” said Allure. “Maybe a few more.”

“What? How?” asked Khaldun.

“He can transform his carpet into a much larger one,” Sage explained. “It’s something he’s been working on.”

“That gets us down to fifty trips,” said Allure.

Khaldun frowned. “I’m afraid the math doesn’t work out. It took about seven hours for Mira and I to fly to Blacksand from here. Their armies have been on the march for five days, so it would take perhaps four hours to reach their current location. Round trip, that’s eight hours per trip. Fifty trips will take us… sixteen days.”

“It won’t, though,” said Mira. “The others will keep marching as you do this, so every flight will be shorter than the last. It should work out to eight days total.”

“They’d be here almost as fast if we let them walk,” said Allison.

“We can tuck additional people into the void on every trip,” said Sage. “Each of us should be able to take another hundred or so that way. I doubt we’d be able to move many more than that into the void at once. But that gets us down to nine trips.”

“The faster we do this, the less distance the people on the ground will cover,” said Allure. “We’re probably looking at close to three days’ work, flying around the clock.” Sorcerers could go several days without sleep, but Mira knew this would still be exhausting work. “A small price to add five thousand more troops, I should think.”

“Yes, I agree,” said Jezebel. “But what about their armor? It’s enchanted to repel magic, so you can’t tuck it into the void, can you?”

“It works only against the four basic forces,” Khaldun reminded her. “It has no effect on the magical force, so tucking it into the void won’t be a problem.”

“Very well,” said Jezebel. “Let’s do it. We should bring the prince and his advisers here, but the troops can go directly to Franconia. Moving Hadley’s troops to Wayland will give us twenty thousand soldiers for both battles.”

“I’ll contact Princess Yolanda and let her know to expect us,” said Emma.

“What about our mages?” said Amari. “Who goes where?”

“Allison, Khaldun, and Mira make a good team,” said Jezebel. “We’ll send you three north to Franconia along with Camilla and Gregor. Our sorcerer friends from the university are also accustomed to working together, so we will ask you to fly to Wayland when the time comes, as well as the other mages you’ve brought here.”

“Your Highness, we should evacuate the children and your parents as soon as possible,” said Imani. “As well as Princess Jelena’s children. To one of the outlying territories for now—either Newberry or Monroe.” The former princedom of Newberry was now Spanbrook’s easternmost province, while Monroe was its southeasternmost one.

Jezebel took a deep breath. “Yes, of course. The girls aren’t going to like it, but it’s for their own good. I’m not sure how much luck we’ll have convincing my mother and father to leave, though.”

“Someone’s going to need to keep an eye on our devils,” Allison said with a grin. “I’ll take care of Robert and Vivien.”

Jezebel nodded. “Take them to our castle in Monroe. We will do everything in our power to defeat these invaders here and in Keepstone. However, should we fail, we do have a contingency plan in place. I have been in touch with Princes Leto and Augustine, and we will fall back to Stoutwall if we lose here. That’s likely where the elves would go next—it would give them a foothold in Maeda. And if Stoutwall falls, we will make our last stand in Highgate.”

“You sound like you’ve already lost hope,” Khaldun observed.

“Of course not,” Jezebel said, sitting up straight. “You know me better than that. I’m simply being pragmatic. Our forces will outnumber the elves more than two to one. And we will be fielding six of the continent’s most powerful sorcerers. But we must not take anything for granted. This will be the toughest fight of our lives. And if we are to prevail, we must be fully committed to victory here.”

“What about the dragon lords?” said Sage. “Have we heard from them?”

“Not yet,” Mira said with a frown. “I did try reaching Lavinia this morning, but have had no luck so far. I will keep trying.”

The meeting adjourned, and Mira headed out to the courtyard with the rest of the sorcerers. Semblant was waiting for them in bear form. He stood up on his hind legs and roared when he spotted Allure, and Mira guessed his height at nine or ten feet. Allison asked Mira if she’d like to accompany her to Monroe, and Mira agreed, so the princess swapped carpets with Khaldun, then hurried off to fetch the children.

Semblant shifted back to his human shape, and Allure told him about their plan. He pulled his carpet out of the void, unfurling it on the ground. Then he stood upon it, transforming it to three times its original size. Mira kissed Khaldun, wishing him luck, then he took off along with Semblant, Allure, and Sage, heading west.

Allison returned to the courtyard moments later, Leda and Alanna in tow, Susan and James right behind them. Allison positioned the other four on the carpet as Mira strapped herself in. Alanna was next to James, and Mira spotted her taking his hand. She smiled, but Alanna turned, saying, “Don’t get any ideas, my lady. He’s terrified of flying, so I’m merely offering him comfort.”

“Of course, Your Highness,” Mira replied, stifling a giggle.

They took off for the Barclay farm. Landing out front, they found Robert on the porch, drinking his morning coffee.

“Well, well,” he said, getting to his feet to hug his granddaughters. “To what do we owe the pleasure?” Allison told him the plan. “Oh, no. You can forget about it, Your Highness. We’ll take our chances here.”

“You of all people know not to address me that way, Uncle,” she said, glaring at him.

“Allison. I’m sorry⁠—”

“Jezebel needs to focus on the battle. She cannot do that if she’s worried about you. Please, you and Vivien must come with me to Monroe.”

“This is my home, Allison. The only one I’ve known for my entire adult life. Do not ask this of me.”

“Grandfather, we need you,” said Alanna. “You know I can’t help myself. A new castle to explore, lots of squires running around, who knows what kind of trouble I’ll find my way into?”

“She’s right,” Leda agreed. “Someone’s got to keep her in line.”

“You’re just as bad as I am,” Alanna said, looking affronted.

“Am not!”

“Enough!” Robert said, giving them a stern look.

Allison chuckled and he turned his gaze to her without softening his expression. “Jezebel has authorized me to knock you out if necessary, but I do hope you won’t force me to do that.”

He heaved a heavy sigh. Without saying anything, he went inside, and Mira heard him say, “Vivien, it’s time to go.”

Five minutes later, they were in the air again, with two additional passengers. Allison took them to the castle in Monroe. It was a little smaller than Spanbrook’s old castle, but had a moat. She landed in the courtyard, and they found the steward waiting for them. Emma had sent word to expect their arrival.

They rose from the carpet, and Allison admonished the girls to be on their best behavior.

“Don’t worry,” Robert said, “we won’t let them out of our sight.”

Allison hugged them tight, then she and Mira got back on the carpet and took off, heading back to Castle Barclay. Allison dropped Mira off, then continued on her way westward.

Khaldun arrived that afternoon with his first group of Blacksanders, including Prince Carlo, Princess Yolanda, and their advisers. Emma greeted them and showed them to their quarters. The other sorcerers had ferried their passengers directly to Franconia. Khaldun took off again to take the rest of his group there.

Mira joined Emma atop the mage’s tower after that, staring out at the city. She wanted to stick close to the steward, because she knew she’d be the one to receive any reports from the other princedoms—or Khaldun.

“We’ve always thought this day would come,” Mira said with a sigh. “But it’s hard to believe it’s here.”

“Yes,” Emma agreed. “Although, I never imagined it would be elves. Now we’ll see if the war machine my sister has built is up to the task.”

Mira nodded. “I have to believe it will be. No northern princedom is stronger. If we can’t stop them here…”

They stood in silence for a minute.

“I wonder if Nyro will show up,” Emma said. “She did grow up here.”

“Let’s hope not,” Mira said. “That might be the one thing we can’t withstand. After everything I’ve seen, I believe in Allure’s prophecy about Allison. But I don’t think she’s there yet.”

Mira tried contacting Lavinia a few more times, but couldn’t reach her. Mirrors had worked for her before, as long as she kept her channels of power closed. She suspected the chieftain must have been ignoring her, but she couldn’t understand why. They didn’t have any word from Khaldun or the other princedoms, either, and Mira had to assume that no news was good news.

That night, Jezebel held a feast in the great hall in honor of Prince Carlo and Princess Yolanda. The two royals joined them at the head table. The room was full, yet somehow it felt empty without Khaldun, Allison, Alanna, and Leda.

Mira went to bed alone for the first time in recent memory. Sleep eluded her. She thought back to all the twists and turns in her life that had brought her here with Khaldun. And about the years they’d spent building up the princedom. And she couldn’t help but wonder if they were on the verge of losing it all.

The sorcerers kept up the transport operation around the clock for the next two days. Early in the morning, three days after they’d started, Khaldun, Allison, Sage, Allure, and Semblant dropped off the last of the troops in Franconia before returning to Spanbrook. Mira ran out to the courtyard to meet them. Khaldun embraced her, lifting her off her feet and spinning her around. Jezebel and Emma were there, too, and Allison hugged and kissed Jezebel.

“Have you seen any sign of the elvish army from Blacksand?” Jezebel asked.

“None,” Allison replied.

Jezebel took a deep breath. “The five of you need to rest. But it would be best to send one of you to Blacksand to see if they’ve left yet and monitor their progress. We heard from Jelena this morning, and she reports no changes with the army in Rockport. But it will take longer for those in Blacksand to get here.”

“I’ll go now,” said Khaldun.

“No, you haven’t slept in days,” said Mira. “It’s not safe.”

“We need to know when to expect this attack. I’ll be all right, I promise.”

“Let me go with you, then. At least if you start dozing off midflight, I can prod you awake,” she said, poking him in the ribs.

“Fair enough,” he said with a tired grin, holding her tight.

They went inside for breakfast, then the two of them took off, heading west along the road the elves would have to take to Wayland. Only a few hours later, Mira spotted their army far ahead.

“They don’t seem to be in much of a hurry,” Khaldun said. “They could make Wayland in five days at this pace. Four if they speed up.” Khaldun made them invisible and took them in closer. The army’s lines snaked along the road, extending into the distance. They found its end moving through a village, the buildings aflame and the inhabitants’ corpses scattered across the ground.

Mira spotted the elvish mages bringing up the rear and a shiver ran down her spine. “Let’s get back to Spanbrook.”

They reached the castle and landed in the courtyard. Emma came running out to greet them—she’d been looking out for them from the top of the mage’s tower. Khaldun gave her their report.

“I’ll let Her Highness know immediately,” said Emma. “Thank you.”

“Go get some sleep,” Mira told Khaldun, kissing him. “I’ll join you shortly.”

Khaldun headed toward the keep, and Mira accompanied Emma to Jezebel’s office. They found her with Imani and Amari going over the plans for the castle’s defense should the fighting fall back to Spanbrook. Emma gave her the news.

“Thank you,” Jezebel said with a sigh. “I’d expect their force in Rockport to set out in the morning—please check in with Jelena then.”

The next morning, Emma heard from Princess Jelena. Sure enough, she told them the army in Rockport was breaking camp. A couple of hours later, she let them know the elves were marching for Spanbrook.

The next few days went by in a blur. They evacuated the territorial rulers from Franconia and Wayland along with their families and the delegates and the nobility from Spanbrook, flying them to Castle Monroe. Most of the city’s residents relocated to the countryside, either staying with relatives or camping in the wild. After that, there was nothing more to do but wait. Their armies were in position, and Castle Barclay was ready for war. The sorcerers from the university flew out to Wayland, taking Imani with them, and Mira accompanied Allison and Khaldun to Franconia. She still hadn’t made contact with Lavinia. Khaldun tried, too, with no luck. They would be entering the battle without dragons.

Allison and Khaldun took turns flying patrol the rest of that day. A little before sunset, Allison found the elvish army making camp a little beyond the line with Rockport. She ordered the regiment they’d stationed on the border to fall back to Castle Franconia.

After dinner, Mira and Khaldun retired to their quarters, but Mira found it impossible to sleep. Allison was keeping up the aerial patrol for the first part of the night, and Khaldun would relieve her for the second watch, just in case the elves decided to attack at night like they had in Blacksand. By the next morning at the latest, the battle would be joined.


Chapter 17
Proposition


Syllith pulled Farid into his tent. Once she’d taken off her robes, she went to work removing his clothing. She pleasured him with her mouth, and he moaned softly. After a minute, she climbed on top of him and made love to him.

Her thoughts drifted back to the last time she’d done this with Enigma. The love of her life. She’d known only hell since that night, her body being used by others without her having any say in the matter. This was her choice. After all the abuse, she felt a profound need to reassert control of her own body. Though she hardly knew Farid, this was an act of love, unlike anything she’d experienced since Enigma.

Syllith climaxed, then let Farid roll her onto her back. She kissed him desperately, wishing this could go on forever. Finally, they climaxed together, then she lay in his arms and sobbed.

“What’s wrong?” he asked, worry and tenderness in his voice.

“It’s nothing,” she said with a sniffle. “It… it’s just been a long time, that’s all.”

They drifted off to sleep. Syllith woke to an empty tent. Poking her head outside, she spotted the others sitting around a fire. She pulled on her robes and went out to join them. Sulee had prepared breakfast and coffee. Taking a seat next to Farid, Syllith accepted a plate and a mug from her and ate hungrily.

“I’m sorry, my lady,” Yuze said with a grin. “We should have warned you Farid was a lecher.”

Bolin sniggered, and Sulee smacked him in the arm.

“It’s all right,” Syllith said, leaning against Farid. “I’m the one who seduced him this time.”

They ate in silence for a few minutes, then Farid said, “We’ll be continuing north today, on our way to Hido. You’re welcome to travel with us.”

“I’d love to, but I can’t,” she said. “I need to get to the university, or Highgate, at least.”

“How do you think you’re going to get there?” Yuze said.

“I’ll keep going west. Take the pass up to the watchtower.”

“Oh, yes?” Yuze said. “And then what? Walk across the desert, and then the Forsaken Hills?”

Syllith hadn’t given much thought to anything beyond the watchtower. “That’s the most direct route,” she said with a shrug. “And my need for haste is urgent.”

“That might be the quickest way for a dragon rider,” Yuze said. “But you’ll never make it on foot. The lack of water alone will kill you. You’d be better served to come with us to Hido, then take a ship to Northcoast. Might be able to get passage on a barge from there as far as Arthos.”

He was probably right, Syllith decided. After so many years traveling by carpet, her instinct was to think about aerial routes. It would take weeks to reach the university this way, but at least she’d get there alive. She agreed to travel with them.

They broke camp and headed out. Bolin and Sulee drove the wagon, and Syllith walked with Yuze and Farid. For the next couple of weeks, they hugged the coast to avoid crossing the Mystic Mountains. Syllith took her meals with them, and slept with Farid in his tent every night, making love to him before they drifted off to sleep.

Once they’d cleared the mountains, they headed northwest, making for the River Ling. They’d be able to follow that the rest of the way to Hido. The land grew more hospitable, and before long, they were traveling through lush forests. They met other travelers on the road, and passed through a few small villages. The people kept to themselves, but seemed friendly enough, greeting them as they passed.

Syllith finally started to feel human again, for the first time in fifteen years. Her time with Nyro had made her feel like some sort of beast, as if she’d been kept as a pet. Getting to know these traders and settling into a familiar rapport with them, Farid especially, made her feel alive. And along with that grew her rage for everything she’d endured. She had to make it to the university. By the time she got there, the invasion would probably be underway, so it would be too late to warn them.

But Syllith could still get revenge. It would require her to make the ultimate sacrifice, but she could hurt Nyro badly in the process. This thought drove her. She came to believe that this course of action was her noble purpose. She’d been born to do this, and it would make all her suffering worth it in the end.

This line of thinking made her want to enjoy whatever time she had left to the fullest. She sat up late eating and drinking with the others, and making passionate love to Farid every night.

The night after they’d reached the Ling, Syllith started awake in the middle of the night. Farid wasn’t in the tent. Someone screamed, and she heard unfamiliar voices. Sitting up, she pushed the flap aside. It was dark out, with only the moonlight to see by, but one of the men had a torch. There were four men she didn’t recognize, one of them brandishing a wand. Farid, Yuze, Bolin, and Sulee were on their knees with their hands on their heads, facing away from the men. Sulee was sobbing. Syllith spotted Farid’s staff lying in the dirt by the other mage’s feet.

“We should kill ’em now and get it over with,” one of the men said. “Ain’t no room for them in the wagon.”

“No,” the mage replied. “We take the wizard to Krigo. You know he wants mages. Kill the other three if you want.”

One of the others stepped forward, stabbing Bolin in the back. He toppled over, and Sulee screamed, falling on top of him and sobbing. The man stabbed her next.

Farid lunged toward the man, ripping the sword out of his hands and stabbing him in the throat. He dropped, and Farid turned his attention to the mage. He charged, swinging the blade, but the mage called fire, incinerating him from within. Farid’s charred corpse hit the dirt.

“NO!” Syllith screamed.

“I thought you said we had them all,” the mage shouted, rushing over and reaching through the flaps. Syllith backed away, but he grabbed her by the hair and hauled her out of the tent. She struggled to get her feet underneath her, but it was no use.

“Oh shit—she’s a sorcerer!” one of the others yelled.

The mage dropped her, and she scrambled to her feet, remembering only now that she was naked, her golden skin gleaming in the torchlight. The wizard backed away, fear in his eyes, pointing his wand at her. He cast a spell, and a glowing, blue sheet of energy formed above her head, falling over her like a blanket. It bound Syllith’s arms to her sides, and held her legs together. She fell, the impact hurting her right shoulder and hip.

Syllith tried to cancel the spell, but it was no use. Her magic had shown faint signs of returning in recent weeks, but it wasn’t nearly strong enough to get her out of this. She spotted Yuze getting to his feet to make a run for it, but the man with the sword gave chase, stabbing him in the back before he’d taken more than ten steps.

“I’ll be damned,” one of the others said. “We captured a sorcerer! Krigo’s gonna triple our pay for this. Maybe quadruple it. Hell, he might even forgive you for killing the wizard.”

“No choice,” the mage said. “He was trying to kill me. But why isn’t this one resisting? You should be able to get out of this, sweetheart,” he added, squatting down to get a better look at her, but keeping his distance, and pointing his wand at her. “Why haven’t you canceled my spell?”

Syllith glared at him, but said nothing.

“Who cares?” one of the others said. “Throw her in the wagon, and let’s get some sleep while we still can. It’s only a few more hours till dawn.”

“Are you a new sorcerer?” the mage asked her, ignoring the other man. “On your way to the university, perhaps?”

“What difference does it make?” the other one demanded.

“She could be faking it,” the wizard said, standing up and advancing on him, poking him in the chest with his wand. “Maybe she realizes she can’t take all four of us, so she’s thinking she’ll wait till we’re asleep, then kill us one at a time.”

The one with the torch walked over to Syllith, taking a knee right next to her. Looking her up and down, he said, “She sure is beautiful. We might as well have a little fun with her while we can. I’ve always wanted to fuck a sorcerer. You’ll have to knock her out though—she can’t spread her legs with this magic blanket on her.”

“No!” the mage yelled, grabbing the man by the arm and pulling him away from her. “You won’t touch her—any of you. We’ll take her to Krigo and let him decide what to do with her.”

“All right, take it easy,” the man with the torch said. “You’re wasting a golden opportunity, though. He’s gonna charge an arm and a leg for this one. We’ll never be able to afford it once he’s got her.”

“I don’t care,” the wizard said. “Touch her and I’ll kill you, understand?”

“Yeah, sure,” he said, shaking his head in disgust.

The wizard returned his attention to Syllith. “Why aren’t you canceling my spell?” She said nothing. He called a flame, moving it close to her face. She could feel the heat and tried to turn her head away from it. It singed some of her hair.

“What the hell are you doing?” one of the other men demanded. “You just said we can’t touch her, and now you’re gonna burn that pretty face?”

“It’s hot, isn’t it?” the wizard said to Syllith. “I think you’d cancel it if you could.” He moved it even closer, and a flame licked her cheek. Syllith screamed. He extinguished his spell, turning to the others. “She’s got no magic. Might be a new sorcerer, otherwise, I can’t explain it. But we should set a watch, just to be sure. She does so much as wiggle a finger, wake me immediately.”

The one with the torch sat down next to her while the others went inside the tents Syllith’s friends had been using. She was exhausted, but there was no way she could sleep now. After a few minutes, the man started muttering to her, describing all the things he wanted to do to her. Syllith was thankful for the mage’s spell—there was no way he could touch her through that.

In the morning, they tossed her in the back of Bolin and Sulee’s wagon with the artifacts they’d collected in Pytha. The mage walked next to the wagon, but she couldn’t see the others. All day they continued, stopping a couple of times to rest and eat. They left Syllith in the wagon, and the mage kept his spell intact.

Syllith couldn’t stop thinking about Farid, Yuze, Sulee, and Bolin—Farid in particular. She cried as she kept recalling their deaths over and over again. They’d shown her nothing but kindness, and these people had murdered them in cold blood. For a wagon-load of trinkets.

She worried, too, about how long it would be before Nyro came looking for her. As long as Reaper didn’t realize she’d escaped, she should be all right. But she didn’t know if that would last indefinitely, and it had already been many weeks since she’d left Drengrvollr. Surely, the invasion had started by now, but she had no way to find out for sure.

Finally, when they stopped to make camp for the night, the mage called air to remove her from the wagon. One of the others stood behind her, holding the point of his sword to her back, and the mage removed his spell. A third man tossed her robes to her, and she put them on, relieved to be hiding her body from them. The fourth man gave her some food and water. Once she’d eaten, the mage renewed his spell and they left her lying on the ground.

Syllith lay awake for a long time. The wizard took the first watch, sitting against a tree trunk and not taking his eyes off of her. She must have dozed off, because she started awake to find one of the others watching her. When she woke again, it was dawn.

They continued for three weeks, only freeing her once a day as they made camp to let her eat and drink. Syllith bounced around in the back of the wagon all day, and slept on the ground every night. The land grew more populous, and they passed through many sprawling villages. A few passersby spotted her lying in the wagon, and she tried calling for help. But they ignored her, and the wizard punched her in the head, threatening to knock her unconscious for the rest of the trip if she didn’t keep her mouth shut.

One night, she woke to find the man watching her screaming as flames consumed him from within. He fell over, dead. The other three emerged from their tents, gazing around them frantically, trying to locate whoever had killed their comrade. Suddenly, one of the others started screaming as fire consumed his body, too.

The wizard started firing off spells in every direction to cancel invisibility. An unseen woman started laughing, and the third man went up in flames.

“Who’s there?” the wizard demanded, fear in his voice. “Show yourself!”

The woman stepped out of the shadows, wielding a staff. The wizard called fire, trying to incinerate her, but she was too strong. She called fire, and flames engulfed his wand. He dropped it, crying in surprise.

“Krigo’s going to kill you, Ming!”

The woman laughed again. “Krigo’s never going to know anything about this.” She called air, launching the wizard into the trees. He slammed into a trunk, his head hitting it with a loud cracking sound, and he landed face-first in the dirt. The witch called fire, and his body went up in flames. Finally, she turned her attention to Syllith. “I’ll be damned,” she said, moving close to get a better look at her. “I know who you are.” She canceled the spell binding her, and Syllith scampered away, getting to her feet. “Why didn’t you free yourself? That piece of shit, lowlife wizard shouldn’t have been able to capture you.”

“You can’t possibly know who I am,” Syllith said, moving to the corner of the wagon. It might provide her some protection if this witch tried hitting her with a spell.

“You’re Governor Syllith from the university. Former governor, I should say. Oh, don’t look so surprised. There aren’t many sorcerers floating around, are there? And none assigned to Kong, so that means you must be from the university. Classic beauty, perfect body, raven hair, none of the others match that description. Maybe Cyclone, but she’s Kongese, and you’re certainly not. You’re supposed to be a sorcerer, though, not a necromancer.”

Syllith was stunned. She’d told Farid and the others her name, but they had no idea who she was.

“I’m Ming, by the way. And I know what happened to you,” the witch continued. “One of our greatest champions, but Nyro managed to subvert you. Planted a kernel of herself inside your mind somehow. Made you do her bidding. Killed your own lover, took her to the temple where she was able to eliminate the barrier. Then opened a portal to somewhere else, and haven’t been seen in Anoria since. Until now, that is.”

“I didn’t think any of that was exactly common knowledge,” she said, completely shocked.

“Oh, it’s not. Most people don’t give a shit what goes on in the world. They’re just trying to survive. Provide food and shelter for themselves and their family. Hardly matters to them who’s ruling any part of Anoria. But I’m not most people. I’m trying to get by like everyone else, but I know about Nyro. And I get it. My business would die if she came back.”

“How do you know what happened to me?”

“A wizard from Arthos who comes by now and then. I conduct trade with some people in Maeda, he transports the goods. A friend of his is a professor at the university, and he heard about the whole affair from Allure.”

Syllith took a deep breath. “And how did you find me?”

“My people keep track of Krigo’s goons as they come and go from the city. Let me know if they’ve got any interesting, ah, cargo. Now, tell me why you didn’t free yourself.”

Syllith was reluctant to disclose anything to this woman. But she already knew who she was, and she’d freed her anyway. “Nyro did something to prevent my magic from coming back.”

“Then how the hell did you become a necromancer? You had to bind a demon to do that, didn’t you?”

“That’s not common knowledge, either,” said Syllith.

Ming shrugged. “Doesn’t make it untrue.”

“Nyro forced me to do it, using a spell.”

They spent the next hour talking, and Syllith told her the whole story, from the moment she’d left Anoria, until her capture by the bandits.

“Holy mother of God,” Ming muttered when she was done. “You need to get to the university for sure.”

“Have you heard any word of the invasion starting yet?”

“I haven’t. But the mage from Arthos is about my only source of news from outside of Kong, and he hasn’t come around in a few months.

“I’m on my way back to Hido, and you’re welcome to accompany me. You can drive the wagon for me. I could tether my horse, but he wouldn’t like that much. He’s a little attached to me, so it’d be better if I ride him.”

“And if I refuse?” Syllith asked skeptically.

“I’m not going to force you. You’re free to come and go as you please. But without magic, or a weapon, at least, you’ll have a hard time of it going alone. These parts are rotten with bandits. Like as not, you’ll get yourself captured again, and then they’ll take you⁠—”

“To Krigo,” Syllith finished for her with a scowl. “Who is he, anyway?”

“Gang leader. He’s not the only one, but he’s the worst, and one of the biggest. They’re traders and business people like me, but I don’t force people to do things against their will. Anyone of Krigo’s ilk would be happy to get their hands on you. But they’d end up owning you. You’d do all the work, and they’d make all the money.”

“I’d be a prostitute.”

“You’d be a slave. Yes, you’d fuck for money, but you wouldn’t see any of it.”

“And you don’t do that?”

“Sure I do. But my girls work for me by choice. They get half the money, and I keep them safe.”

“I could see you’re a powerful mage,” Syllith said. “If you’d gone to the university, they would have assigned you to a princedom somewhere.”

“Honey, I did go to the university. And they assigned me to Northcoast. But that life’s not for me. Being someone else’s servant for the rest of my days? I don’t think so. I live by my own rules. And I’ve got a few other mages serving me, helping keep the big guys like Krigo off my back.”

Syllith nodded. “And if I do accompany you to Hido, what do you want in exchange for your protection?”

“Nothing,” Ming with a shrug. “But I might have a business proposition for you once we get there.”

“I knew there had to be a catch,” Syllith said with a knowing grin. “What sort of proposition?”

“You got any money on you?” she asked, ignoring her question.

“Nothing but the robes on my back. And a wagonload of junk, unless you’re taking that. I suppose it isn’t really mine to begin with.”

Ming gazed at the wagon’s contents and shrugged. “You can have it. That’s a start, I guess. But only a drop in the bucket compared to the amount you’ll need for passage to Northcoast. The merchant ship captains all claim they don’t take passengers. But they do if you pay them enough. You’re going to need a small fortune.”

“Let me guess. You want to hire me as a prostitute.”

Ming looked her up and down appraisingly. “I sure do. Even after my cut, you’d make enough for your passage to Northcoast in a week. Maybe less.”

“No. It’s out of the question. Thank you for the offer, but I’ll find another way.”

“Suit yourself,” Ming said with a shrug. “You could work as a mage for hire. If you land a good contract, it would probably only take you a year or so to earn enough for your voyage. But, of course, you’ve already said you lost your magic.”

“A year?” Syllith repeated suspiciously. “Prostitutes are that much more expensive than mages?”

“No, mages make about the same as prostitutes, on average. But you’d be no ordinary prostitute.”

“You’re telling me I’d make more because I’m a necromancer?”

Ming shook her head. “You mustn’t tell anyone about that. It would scare them shitless, and they wouldn’t go near you. Say you’re a sorcerer. I’m probably the only one in five hundred miles who knows the difference. So you could use their ignorance against them.”

“Fine. You’re telling me I’d make more because I’m a sorcerer?”

“You bet your sweet ass you would. So would I. Most people go their whole lives without ever laying eyes on a sorcerer, never mind fucking one. In these parts, anyway. And you know what they say about sorcerers. I don’t know if it’s true or not, but they’re supposed to be the best lovers on the whole continent.”

Syllith chuckled. “I’m sorry. That’s just not going to happen. There must be some other way. I’ll figure something else out.”

Ming looked disappointed, but only shrugged.

“I’m going to guess the offer for protection on the way to Hido is rescinded?”

“Not at all,” Ming said. “In fact, I insist. You’ll never make it on your own. It’ll take a week or so to get there, though.”

“And you’re going to keep trying to convince me to take your offer the whole way, aren’t you?”

“It’s a wise investment,” she said with a grin. “I have nothing to lose—I’m going that way anyway. And I have so much to gain.”

Syllith shook her head. “All right.”

“We might as well get going,” Ming said, gazing at the sky. “It’s already getting light out.”

Syllith climbed onto the front of the wagon. Ming went to get her horse, and returned a minute later. Together, they set out for Hido.


Chapter 18
The Battle of Spanbrook


Mira stood atop Castle Franconia’s battlements, gazing out at what would soon become a battlefield. The sun would crack the horizon any minute now. The castle stood atop a hill by a giant loop in the north road, where it actually ran east to west. The castle was separate from the town. It was about the same size as Spanbrook’s old castle, with no moat.

Their northern army had already formed ranks, extending far across the fields below. General Amari sat astride his giant mare wearing his golden plate armor, a long plume atop his helmet. The Eagle Company waited around him, the core of their defenses. Mira spotted Khaldun flying high overhead, and Allison stood next to her, carpet at the ready.

“Any minute now,” Allison muttered.

Mira’s stomach clenched. What they did here today could well affect the fate of the entire continent for generations to come. Any decision they made—Mira’s or anyone else’s—might prove to have dire ramifications. She took a deep breath, trying to calm her nerves.

Suddenly, Khaldun sent a jet of red sparks into the air before going invisible.

“This is it,” said Allison.

Moments later, Mira spotted the first elves moving out of the trees, taking position in the field. More and more of them filed into view, forming their perfect lines like some giant machine. Spanbrook’s forces outnumbered them two to one, yet each elf looked like some sort of god, so much bigger and stronger than any of their people. And every one of them wielded basic magic.

The last of the elvish army took their positions. Three stood apart, atop a knoll near the trees. The tallest one was bare-chested, with bulging muscles—Gnasher. Mira recognized him from Rockport. Next to him stood a female, tall and slender, wearing a sheer, green gown. Hardly typical attire for a battlefield. The third was male, shorter than his companions, and completely naked. He was also hairy for an elf, the growth resembling fur all over his chest, stomach, and legs.

“If you extend your null, will you be able to tell if those three are all Sacred Circle?” Allison asked.

“Yes, I think so.”

Allison nodded. Mira opened her channels of power, extending her null across the battlefield, and engulfing the three elves in question. The one with the gown cocked her head, staring directly at Mira.

“Yes, they feel like human sorcerers,” she told the princess. “Tremendously powerful ones. The one wearing pants is Gnasher. I don’t know who the other two might be.”

“I have a feeling we’ll find out soon enough. Thank you.”

“Be safe out there,” Mira said, clasping her hand as she closed her channels of power.

“You too,” Allison replied, giving her an encouraging smile. Standing on her carpet, she took off, flying high above the enemy troops before going invisible.

A horn sounded, and the elvish army advanced. Mira opened her channels of power again, expanding her null to protect the castle and their entire army. The elves reached their troops, and the battle was joined. Battle cries and the clanging of weapons floated up to the battlements. Spanbrook’s lines held.

Walls of fire erupted among the elvish warriors, separating an entire company from the rest. The walls closed in, and the elves screamed as the flames consumed them. But someone canceled the spell moments later.

A fiery orb appeared near the other end of the field, at least thirty feet across. When it faded, Mira could see that it had turned everything inside it to ash, including many elves, leaving a crater in the ground. That had to be Allison—Khaldun had tried this spell many times, but lacked the power.

A group of elves just outside Mira’s null screamed, and she spotted a dozen of them disappearing from view. They’d fallen into a pit, where fire consumed them. Khaldun had used a similar spell against Henry’s wraiths many years ago, and had been working on it ever since.

The elvish mages tried unleashing their magic on Spanbrook’s troops; Mira shuddered when she felt their power hit her null. She’d never experienced anything so strong, but the spells failed.

The elvish warriors were fierce and tireless. They made gains against their human opponents, but the Spanbrookers held their own. Allison kept up her barrage of fire orbs, and Khaldun took out many more elves with his hell pits.

Mira started to think they might actually win here. Then she heard a blood-curdling howl coming from the rear of the elvish lines. It was the naked mage, his head thrown back as he screamed at the sky. He leaped off the hillock, changing shape mid-jump. By the time he landed, he’d transformed into a giant wolf. Running through the elvish forces, he hit the humans and went wild, grabbing soldiers in his jaws and tossing their mangled bodies into the air.

Khaldun opened a fiery chasm below him, but the wolf leaped out of it and continued its trail of carnage. Allison hit it with one of her fire orbs. The wolf howled in agony, but it survived, its fur aflame as it cut its way through Spanbrook’s lines.

A roaring noise distracted Mira from the wolf’s progress. Turning, she spotted the elves’ female mage holding her hands out to her sides. Out of nowhere, a wave of water several feet high burst onto the battlefield, slamming into Spanbrook’s army. Mira’s null had no effect on it. With a gasp, she realized there was no active magic here—the mage had diverted the River Ember. Mira could hardly believe her eyes; she couldn’t fathom the amount of power it must have taken to do this. Pouring all of her power into her null, she expanded it to include the water mage. The woman screamed in fury as the wave subsided.

The water had washed half of Spanbrook’s army across the field, leaving the route to the castle open, and most of the battlefield flooded. An unseen force blasted a crater in the earth beyond Mira’s null, where the wave had first come into view, and most of the water receded into that, creating an artificial lake.

Mira reduced her null to allow their sorcerers to work magic against the elves. But at that moment, she spotted Khaldun flying over the battlefield, his carpet aflame. Mira’s blood froze as she watched him hit the ground and go rolling across the field. The elves swarmed around him as Khaldun cast a shield spell, creating a sphere of protection around himself.

An alleyway opened through the elvish troops, leading from their mages to Khaldun. And Mira spotted Gnasher marching along it, pulling a massive long sword out of the void as he moved. Mira screamed. Khaldun turned to face the elf, pulling his own blade out of the void. But she knew he was no match for this monster. He looked tiny next to him, his power inconsequential. Gnasher raised his sword, shouting a battle cry as he advanced, and Mira felt a part of herself die.

Sage flew high above the battlefield in Wayland as the elvish forces formed their lines. They knew Xythor was coming with this group, so they’d evacuated Castle Wayland the day before. Without Mira’s null, there was nothing to stop the mage from destroying it. Imani was in charge here, riding back and forth on her horse in front of Spanbrook and Blacksand’s armies, her golden armor gleaming in the morning sunshine, and the rose-colored plume streaming from her helmet. Sage didn’t know much about the woman, but from the little she’d seen, it was clear she was a natural leader.

Allure shot past Sage, flying the other way. They had both gone invisible, but enchanted their carpets to shine a red beacon that only they could see. She wasn’t sure where Semblant had gone, though. He’d been different ever since his quasi-resurrection fifteen years earlier. Though technically he’d died, Allure had taken steps to preserve his brain, and that had been enough to bring him back to life. But he’d grown more surly and reclusive than ever.

Always good to have in a fight, though.

Sage was one step away from being useless in physical combat. She’d trained with sword and spear from a young age, but had no natural talent whatsoever. And though she was the university’s preeminent scholar on Anoria’s military history, battle tactics were lost on her. Hurling magic at an enemy force she could handle, though.

Out behind the army, Sage spotted three elves standing apart. One of the males was tall even for an elf, towering over the other two figures. And he was nude. A naked woman stood next to him, with multiple piercings through both ears, one through each nipple, another through her navel, and judging by the occasional flash of metal coming from her groin, one through her genitalia. Sage shivered at the thought of how painful that process must have been. The third elf mage was male, wearing skin-tight, black leather pants and no shirt. The first one had to be Xythor; Sage had no idea who the other two might be.

The human troops outnumbered their elvish counterparts more than two to one. In any normal battle, Spanbrook would have no trouble dominating the enemy with these numbers. Yet this would be unlike any battle Anoria had seen in almost nine hundred years.

Trumpets sounded, and the elves advanced. Sage got to her feet, swooping directly above the elvish army as they clashed with the humans. Holding her arms out to her sides, she called fire, creating a fire orb in the enemy’s midst. Everything inside it turned to dust.

Across the battlefield, she spotted a giant shadow erupting from the earth and taking human form. The ghoul stomped through the elvish ranks, kicking warriors through the air. Allure’s doing, for sure.

Far below, screams erupted from Spanbrook’s army. Turning, Sage gasped. Their side of the battlefield had turned into an infernal hellscape, straight out of a demon’s nightmare. Fields of lava surrounded them, and a giant fissure opened behind them. The sky had turned black, and a distant volcano hurled fire and ash high into the air.

Sage knew this was nothing but illusion. It was on a scale she’d only read about, and one no human mage alive could recreate. But it wasn’t real. One of the other elf mages had to be Artifice, probably the male. Only he among the Sacred Circle could cast something like this. Sage flew in lower behind their troops, canceling that part of the spell. There was nothing she could do about the black sky, but at least they’d realize the fissure had been illusion. She managed to cancel some of the lava fields, too, and hoped their people might ignore the rest.

Someone banished Allure’s ghoul, but at that moment, a giant bear charged out of the woods, running into the elvish formations. Semblant had arrived. Even on all-fours, he towered over the warriors. Grabbing one in his jaws, he shook him back and forth before throwing him high across the battlefield. He mauled two more with his paws before gnashing another with his teeth.

Sage threw two more fire orbs into the enemy ranks, then spotted the female elf mage. Her body had turned protean, growing in size and sprouting six more arms that turned into tentacles, along with an elongated jaw. This one had to be Metamorph. Resembling a cross between an alligator and an octopus, she raced into the fray, entangling Semblant in her limbs.

Semblant roared, trying to escape her grasp, but it was no use; Metamorph was stronger. Semblant started changing, and Sage spotted wings. He’d tried transforming into a dragon the night before, and while he’d managed to take its shape, he couldn’t fly or breathe fire. But this time, he turned into an eagle, flying out of Metamorph’s tentacles and landing on her head. He started pecking at her eyes with his beak.

Metamorph screamed, blood gushing out of an empty eye socket. But then she managed to grab onto Semblant with her tentacles again, pulling him away from her remaining eye. Semblant changed again, this time into some kind of slime creature. He encased Metamorph’s head, suffocating her. She kept grabbing at him with her tentacles, but it didn’t help—it was like trying to grab water.

Metamorph transformed into a giant saber-toothed tiger, her fangs piercing Semblant’s slimy form. He adjusted to cover her teeth, too, and kept blocking her airway. Metamorph transformed into a dragon next, belching a jet of fire that burned through Semblant’s body, finally allowing her to breathe. Spreading her wings, she charged across the field and took to the air, shaking Semblant off of her. Semblant hit the ground, retaking his bear shape, and went back to mauling elvish soldiers.

Metamorph swooped over the human lines, breathing a jet of fire. Sage canceled the air beneath her, and she roared, crashing into the trees beyond the battlefield.

The battle raged, without either side giving any ground. The human soldiers were good, but the elves were better. Both sides suffered huge losses, but there were more dead humans on the ground than there were elves.

Sage spotted Imani leading a charge into the very heart of the elvish forces. The woman wielded her sword like a whirlwind, meting out death everywhere she struck. She reminded Sage of Battleaxe when she went into her fighting trance. Her people followed her, and before long, the entire elvish army was retreating. An ear-splitting battle cry went up from the human forces.

But then Xythor went to work. There was an almighty rumbling noise, and then the earth split open, creating an enormous fissure between the elvish and human armies. This time, it was no illusion. Dozens of human soldiers toppled into the breach before Imani ordered a retreat.

Another fissure opened behind them. This was going to turn into a rout unless they could find a way to take out Xythor. Sage hit him with a fire orb, but he emerged unscathed. Allure sent a ghoul after him. It lifted the mage by his feet and slammed him into the ground. But then the ghoul turned into smoke and disappeared.

Something roared, and Sage turned to see a giant ape charging toward Xythor. It was Semblant. He grabbed Xythor in both hands, ripping off his legs. The elf screamed, and then Semblant tore his head off, tossing the pieces aside and pounding his chest.

A shadow rose from the earth where Semblant had thrown Xythor’s head. It grew forty feet high, wreathed in flame. People screamed as it threw a jet of fire at the human armies.

But suddenly a sphere appeared in the middle of the fire, blocking the jet. It was Allure with a shield spell protecting her and her carpet. She held out both arms, both hands glowing bright, and the demon screamed. The next instant, it turned to smoke, blowing away in the breeze.

Imani led her people out from between the fissures, and they reformed their lines. The elves advanced, and the battle raged on. Sage didn’t know if they’d seen the end of Xythor or not, but he didn’t make another appearance that day. Metamorph had gone missing, too. She wondered if Semblant had injured her more than they’d realized. Artifice kept causing trouble with his landscape illusions, but Sage was able to cancel parts of them, and their soldiers fought through them.

As dusk settled across the battlefield, the armies disengaged. Sage guessed that the humans had lost about four thousand troops, the elves maybe half of that. They were going to have to adjust their tactics the next day.

Allison came out of nowhere, landing her carpet right next to Khaldun, and pulling her swords out of the void. Mira held her breath as the two of them exchanged words. It looked like Allison was shouting at him, and finally, Khaldun got on her carpet and flew away.

Allison was facing Gnasher alone.

Mira’s first instinct was to extend her null around them to make sure none of the elves could interfere using magic. The spells Allison had used to toughen her armor had physically transformed the leather, so Mira’s null would have no effect on it. But on second thought, she realized she had no idea what Allison might be planning here. Perhaps she’d need her magic. Mira decided it would be best not to interfere for now, but she was ready to cancel any spells coming from the surrounding elves.

The entire battle came to a stop as soldiers on both sides jockeyed for positions to witness this fight. Allison wore her hood and helmet, leaving only her eyes and mouth visible. She looked like a child next to Gnasher, her ponytail hanging down her back.

Gnasher swung his blade toward Allison’s neck. She parried with one sword, slicing with the other. Gnasher howled as a bloody gash opened across his chest. He lunged again and again, stabbing and slicing at Allison, but she evaded his every attack. Her blades moved too fast for the eye to see, but left evidence of their passage with the gory wounds they created on his body.

Gnasher howled and screamed every time Allison cut him, but she was unable to land a fatal blow. He was dripping blood, swinging his blade with enough power to cut her in half, but failed to touch her once. Allison was like a hornet buzzing around her much larger opponent.

Finally, Gnasher lunged in with a mighty overhand blow. Allison sidestepped, leaping onto his back. One blade had vanished, a dagger taking its place. She cut his throat from ear to ear, so violently that she’d nearly decapitated him. The princess landed on her feet, the longer blade replacing the dagger again, and circled her enemy.

Gnasher’s expression registered surprise for a moment as he dropped to his knees, then he toppled over and died. A cheer erupted from Spanbrook’s soldiers, but faded an instant later as a giant shadow exploded out of the ground. The demon grew to six times Allison’s height, bearing down on her. Her swords vanished as she held out both arms, her hands glowing blindingly bright. The demon howled in agony, turning to smoke, but then it reformed, lifting one of the elvish soldiers off the ground.

The elf screamed, but the sound cut off as he died and hit the ground. The demon vanished. But then the dead elf got to his feet, smiling as his uniform went up in flames. His appearance changed, and Mira realized this was Gnasher reborn. Allison leaped into the air, her spare carpet appearing beneath her feet as she shot into the sky and disappeared.

Mira lost track of Gnasher as the armies reformed their lines and the battle resumed. The fighting continued until the elves withdrew from the field at dusk. If Mira’s estimates were correct, they’d lost twice as many people as the enemy.

The army returned to their camp in an adjacent field. Mira met Amari and his top lieutenants in the great hall. Allison had gone out to see where the elves were making camp. Khaldun strode into the room a few minutes later, and Mira embraced him, holding him tight and crying into his chest.

“I th-thought I’d l-lost you,” she stammered between sobs.

“It’s all right,” he said, returning her embrace and rubbing her back. “I’m uninjured. Everything is all right.”

Mira took a deep calming breath, but held him a little longer.

Allison arrived a few minutes later. “The elves have made camp about a mile north of here. I didn’t see the mages anywhere, but I’m sure they’re out there.”

“We should take turns flying patrol tonight,” said Khaldun. “Make sure they don’t surprise us with a night attack.”

“Definitely,” Allison agreed. “Have you apprised Jezebel of today’s developments?”

“Yes,” he said, taking a deep breath. “She’s happy with the outcome, of course, but she wants to talk to you.”

Allison sighed. “I’m sure she’s not particularly happy about my fight with Gnasher.”

“Not happy doesn’t begin to describe it, I’m afraid.”

“I’ll contact her after dinner. In private.”

Khaldun returned Allison’s carpet to her. He still had the spare Azure had made for him.

They’d evacuated the castle staff before the battle, so a couple of soldiers prepared dinner for the sorcerers and officers. They sat down to eat an hour later.

“It seems we were right about the Sacred Circle,” said Mira, taking a drink of her wine. “After you killed Gnasher, his demon left that body, and reanimated another.”

“Yes, meaning there’s no way to kill them permanently,” said Allison. “I banished him, but he reformed almost instantly.”

“There’s no way to destroy a demon?” Mira asked.

“Only if you know its true name,” said Khaldun. “And we don’t know theirs.”

After dinner, Allison left to fly patrol. She’d wake Khaldun later so he could take the second watch. Mira wasn’t tired yet, so she went up to the ramparts with Khaldun.

“It’s hard to believe how peaceful it is now,” she said, gazing out at the moonlit landscape and starry sky. It was a clear night with a pleasant breeze—blowing the stench of battle away from the castle. Khaldun stood behind her, encircling her with his arms. She leaned into him and sighed. “Do you have any idea who those other two elf mages were today?”

“The one who transformed into a wolf must be Howler.”

“He’s a shapeshifter like Semblant?”

“Not like Semblant. If the stories are true, he can only change into a wolf.”

“What about the other one?”

“I have no idea. She was clearly a water mage, but I haven’t encountered any stories about anyone like that in the Sacred Circle.”

“She diverted the Ember,” Mira said with a shiver. “I’ve never heard of a mage with that much power over water.”

Mira spotted a carpet racing toward them. Allison landed on the ramparts moments later.

“They’re gone,” she said, fear in her eyes. “The elves. I can’t find them anywhere.”


Chapter 19
Hido


Syllith drove the wagon all day, Ming riding beside her on her horse. They chatted about the goings on in Hido, and Syllith spent some time trying to restore her magic. The area became much denser in terms of population, with one village overlapping the next, making it impossible to tell where one ended and another began. Many people seemed to know Ming, and walked with them for a while to chat with her. But they spoke in Kongese—one of the few languages outside the common tongue that had survived Nyro’s reign.

Everywhere they went, people spotted Syllith’s golden skin, and their eyes went wide. Some tried to get a closer look, while others looked scared, giving them a wide berth.

They reached Hido after three days, but it took four more to cross the city to the coast. It kept going and going, covering an area vastly larger than any city Syllith had ever seen in Maeda or Dorshire. Most of the structures in the outlying areas were mud or straw huts. Single-story wood or concrete buildings dominated the landscape after that. The coastal area featured three- and four-story brick and stone construction, with tile roofs and brightly colored walls.

Row upon row of small houseboats hugged both banks of the Ling across most of the city. But these dropped off closer to the coast, where the river formed a natural harbor. Dozens and dozens of piers and docks hosted ships of all shapes and sizes. Giant wharves filled the coastline on the North Sea as far as the eye could see in either direction, broken up only by swaths of beach. The roads near the coast were congested with all the foot and wagon traffic.

Ming owned a four-story brick building across the main road from the shore. It had a green tile roof with white, yellow, and pink paint on the walls. The witch guided Syllith through an alley to a fenced area behind the building.

“You’re welcome to try selling your wares on your own, of course,” Ming said as she jumped off her horse, indicating the wagon’s contents. “Or I can unload it on one of the dealers I work with, for a commission, of course.”

“How much of a commission?” Syllith asked suspiciously, climbing off the wagon.

“My usual rate is fifty percent, but you need the money for this more than I do, so I’ll do it for twenty.”

“Deal,” Syllith said without hesitation. “I wouldn’t have the slightest idea where to go to sell this stuff.”

“Fair enough,” Ming said. “I’ll have my people take care of it. You should have your payment tomorrow.”

A couple of stableboys hurried over to take care of the horses, and Ming led Syllith inside the building.

“This place functions primarily as an inn,” she told her as they moved toward the front. “But it serves as the base of operations for my other businesses as well.” A common room occupied most of this level, dimly lit and richly decorated. It was much fancier-looking than any inn Syllith had ever seen. There was a sizable crowd here, especially for the early afternoon. About half the clientele appeared to be local men and women, richly dressed. The other half looked like traders or ship captains from Dorshire or Maeda. Things must have changed in recent times—the last Syllith knew, pirates along Kong’s coast made it too dangerous for ships from the other kingdoms to travel here. Scantily clad women and men sat at many of the tables, conversing with the patrons. Ming explained that her offices were in the back.

“You have male prostitutes, too?” Syllith asked in surprise. This was not something she’d seen before.

“Of course, I do. Women have needs, too, don’t they? And some of my male patrons prefer them, too. No judgment here; I don’t discriminate.”

Ming showed Syllith to her table in the rear corner. “Have a seat, and eat and drink as much as you want. It’s on the house. As are the rest of our services. I have some business to attend to, but I’ll return shortly.”

Ming hurried off, and a server came over a minute later, leaving a platter of food and a flagon of wine. Syllith dug in. It was a seafood dish of some kind; she didn’t recognize it, but it was delicious.

Every few minutes, one of Ming’s prostitutes would come over and sit next to her, offering their services. Men and women. They spoke to her in Kongese at first, but switched to the common tongue when it became clear she didn’t understand. Syllith turned them all down.

Ming returned and escorted her upstairs. “This room is yours for as long as you want it,” she said, opening a door on the second floor. There was an enormous four-poster bed, tapestries hanging from the walls, a carpeted floor, and a view of the ocean through the windows. “No charge, of course. If you decide to venture out into the city, please come and find me first, and I’ll send someone with you.”

“Thank you, but that won’t be necessary. I can find my way around on my own.”

“I’m sure you can. But you saw the attention you attracted on the way here. It wouldn’t be safe. You can count on Krigo to have his people on the lookout for you.”

Syllith agreed, and Ming left, closing the door behind her. She gazed out the window, feeling overwhelmed by the sheer size of the city. Though she was exhausted from her journey, and the bed proved to be extremely comfortable, she figured it would be best to start seeking passage to Northcoast right away.

Returning to the ground floor, she found Ming in one of the back rooms. She sent a young wizard to accompany her.

“I’m Haitao,” he said as they headed toward the front of the building.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” said Syllith shaking his hand. “My name is Syllith.”

“Oh, yes, I know,” he said with a chuckle. “Everyone’s been talking about you since your arrival.”

Syllith nodded, uncomfortable with all the attention she was getting. They went outside, and she explained what she was looking for. Haitao led her up the main street toward the river. It was slow going with the press of people and horses coming and going in both directions, but they made it to the harbor in about a half hour. Haitao led her to one of the docks where an enormous merchant vessel was moored. They found a Kongese man standing guard at the bottom of the gangplank. Haitao spoke to him for a moment, and the man shook his head, saying only a few words in reply.

“He says they don’t take passengers for any price,” Haitao told Syllith.

They visited three more ships with the same results before finding one that was accepting passengers. But the guard told them it would take a gold coin just to speak to the captain.

“I haven’t got any money yet,” Syllith said.

The guard turned them away.

Finally, Haitao suggested trying one of the foreign ships. “The captains from Maeda and Dorshire don’t usually take passengers either, but when they do, it typically costs less.”

They tried three ships before finally finding one that might work. The sailor standing guard led them onboard to see the captain. It was a smaller vessel, with only two masts. They found the man in his quarters; the guard introduced them before heading back to his station.

“So, looking for passage to Northcoast, eh?” he said. Syllith nodded. “I guess we could do that. It’ll cost ya, though.”

“How much?”

He hemmed and hawed for a moment, then finally shrugged and said, “Fifty gold coins.”

“Fifty?” Syllith repeated. “I don’t have any way to come up with that much. But you need to listen to me. I’m sure you’ve heard about Nyro and her Sacred Circle escaping from Pytha, right? Fifteen years ago?”

“Heard something about ancient demons, but we haven’t heard anything more from them since then, have we?”

“You haven’t had word about an elvish invasion in Dorshire or Maeda?”

“Elves?” he said, his eyes going wide. He shook his head and chuckled. “Elves ain’t real. And I don’t know nothing about any invasion. Of course, I’ve been moving port to port in Kong these last few years.”

“An invasion is imminent,” Syllith told him, “if it hasn’t already begun. Nyro is planning on exterminating the entire continent. I have to get to the university so I can warn them.”

The captain shrugged. “See, thing is, I wasn’t planning on going to Northcoast. The money out here is way better. I could take a shipment of artifacts from Pytha, and turn a pretty good profit, but not as much as I can here. But fifty gold coins would make it worth my while.”

“If Nyro succeeds, you’ll be dead, along with all your clients, and money will hardly matter anymore. Please. I have to get word to the university.”

He scratched his head, and squirmed in his chair for a moment, then said, “I guess I could do it for forty-five.”

Syllith shook her head, storming out of his quarters. Haitao followed her back up to the deck, and they left the ship.

They tried twenty more ships, but only six were willing to take a passenger at all, and all of those asked for even more than the first one. None believed elves were real, only one had heard of Nyro, and he only laughed when Syllith told him about the coming invasion.

Syllith returned to Ming’s inn feeling hopeless and dejected. She took some food and a bottle of wine up to her room. After finishing off the food and the entire bottle, she went to bed, her head spinning from the alcohol.

She spent the next few days returning to the docks with Haitao, trying to find a ship willing to take her to Northcoast for a reasonable fee, but had no luck whatsoever. Every night, she spent a couple of hours trying to rekindle her magic, but found no more success with this. Without her powers, she had no marketable skills. Manual labor was always a possibility, but she could work the rest of her life doing that and never make enough to get to Northcoast. Her payment from the Pythan artifacts came to two gold pieces, which was something, but nowhere near enough to get her to Northcoast.

Going on foot was still a possibility, but based on what she’d experienced so far, she’d need protection for such a journey, and Ming wasn’t willing to provide it beyond the city limits. Not to mention crossing the Anthars so far north might be impossible. Part of her wished she’d stuck to her initial plan and tried to make it to the watchtower upon arriving in Pytha. But the journey to Highgate from there might have killed her.

And time was a huge factor. No news had arrived in Hido about any kind of invasion in Dorshire or Maeda. But that didn’t mean it wasn’t already underway. Syllith couldn’t afford to waste any more time.

Selling her body might be the only solution. It was something she never would have considered were she not so desperate. But her need was urgent.

Early in the morning on her sixth day in Hido, she went to see Ming in her office. A wizard standing outside the door pointed his wand at her for a moment, and she felt his magic wash over her. He admitted her, and she found Ming sitting behind her desk. She told her that she was ready to accept her offer. Ming’s eyes lit up with greed.

“Please tell me I don’t need to parade around your common room wearing next to nothing,” Syllith said, her stomach churning at the idea.

“Oh, no,” Ming said, shaking her head. “No, no, no. That wouldn’t do at all. We’ll need to be very discrete with this. If word gets out, there’s no telling what Krigo might try. No, honey. I’ll only be telling my very best clients about you. They’ll want to get a look at you first, of course, make sure you’re real before they make their payment. But I’ll have you meet them here with me, then we can escort them up to your room when the time comes. Leave everything to me, darling. We’ll have you on a ship to Northcoast in no time.”

Later that same morning, Syllith returned to Ming’s office to meet her first client. He was an older Kongese man with a big belly, a good foot shorter than Syllith. She stood there, fully clothed, while the man walked around her to examine her. He swiped a finger across her cheek to make sure her skin color was real, not just make-up. Then he paid Ming ten gold pieces.

Syllith waited in her room that evening. She had no appetite, so she’d skipped dinner, but drank most of a bottle of wine, so her head was swimming. Ming showed up a few minutes later, ushering the man inside. He only spoke Kongese, so there wasn’t any conversation. The man undressed and lay in the bed, already aroused. Syllith grimaced as she disrobed, then climbed on top of him and had sex with him, feeling repulsed the entire time.

Luckily, he finished quickly, then went to sleep. Syllith fought back tears, and slept on the floor. She had nightmares about the client turning into Reaper and tying her down to rape her. In the morning, the man wanted sex again, so she got it over with as quickly as possible. He left, and Syllith went to see Ming.

She’d thought about changing her mind, but despite racking her brain, she could think of no other way to raise the necessary funds for her voyage to Northcoast. Ming introduced the next client.

After three more nights, Ming had collected forty gold coins, half of which were Syllith’s. She asked her if she’d be willing to take a female client, and Syllith refused. Doing this with the men was bad enough. But Ming came to see her in the afternoon, explaining that her female client was extremely insistent and willing to pay one hundred gold coins for a night with her.

“One more client, and you’ll have enough to book passage on a ship,” she said. “Don’t worry, she’s attractive. Her name is Zhi, and she’s one of the wealthiest traders in the city. She’s been a client here for ages. If you refuse, you’ll need to sleep with at least six more men.”

Syllith heaved a sigh. She’d never been attracted to women, and the idea of having sex with one was revolting. But it would be one night, and then she could put this miserable chapter of her life behind her. “All right. But this is it. One last client.”

The woman hadn’t even asked to see Syllith first. So that night, she waited in her room, and Ming brought her the client. She was a little older, but slim and attractive. And she spoke the common tongue.

“I’ve very much been looking forward to this,” the woman said with a smile. “Now, take off your clothes, and let me see the goods.”

Syllith undressed, and she looked her up and down, licking her lips. “Very nice. Please, lie down on the bed.” Syllith complied. The woman pulled a wand out of her shirt, pointing it at her and saying, “Krigo will be very pleased.” Syllith tried to clamber out of the bed, but the witch hit her with a spell, and everything went black.

Syllith opened her eyes, taking in her surroundings. She was tied to a chair, still naked. Her arms were bound behind her back, her legs to the chair legs, and a gag in her mouth. She was in what looked like a warehouse, with wooden crates piled up all around her. Sunlight was streaming in through a small window, so it had to be daytime. She tried rocking back and forth, thinking that if she could tip the chair over, then maybe she could wriggle herself free, but the chair was tied to a post.

“I’m glad to see you’re finally awake,” a voice said from behind her. A tall Kongese man wearing fancy clothes moved into view, her female client right next to him. This had to be Krigo. He pulled the gag out of her mouth. “I worried that perhaps Yulong might have been a little overzealous with his sleep spell.”

Who the hell was Yulong? The witch waved her wand, and her illusion spell slipped away, revealing her to be a wizard.

“So there was no Zhi,” Syllith said.

“Oh, there is,” Krigo replied. “But a phony message about a family emergency got her out of the city for a few days. You are exquisite, though. Well worth the hundred gold coins I paid to make this possible.” He stroked her breast, pinching her nipple. Syllith spat in his face. Krigo backed away, wiping the spittle from his cheek. “Feisty, I see. That’s good.” He turned to say something to Yulong, then the two of them left.

Syllith screamed in rage, trying again to free herself. But it was no use. She was stuck here. Someone showed up later to spoon-feed her some soup. Syllith was inclined to spit in the man’s face, but she needed the nourishment to keep up her strength. At some point, Krigo would make a mistake, and she’d find a way out of this.

The day wore on, and the sunlight faded from the window. The same man showed up again to feed her. When he was done, Yulong arrived. He said nothing, but gagged her again, then left.

Syllith started dozing off as it grew fully dark. But then she started awake at the sound of voices. Yulong moved into view, a small flame emanating from his wand. He walked around the space, lighting several oil lamps. Moments later, Krigo showed up, leading another dozen people, mostly men and a few women. Judging from their attire, they were all wealthy.

Krigo spoke to them, and they took turns moving in close to get a better look at her. Some of them touched her, fondling her breasts or rubbing her thigh. Syllith had no idea what was going on here. But then they all left with Krigo again.

Yulong stayed, but said nothing. Several minutes later, Krigo returned. “I faced something of a conundrum when Ming took you from my people. She was keeping you very well protected. And I couldn’t afford to start a war to get you back. But when she finally decided to make you available to her best clients, I finally had my opportunity.

“But now, the trouble is that I can’t afford to keep you. Undoubtedly you’d bring in more money than all my other girls put together. But it would be too difficult to prevent someone else from doing to me what I did to Ming. So instead, I decided to sell you.”

Syllith's eyes went wide, and she tried to scream at him, but the gag prevented it.

“You’re going to live a lavish lifestyle,” Krigo continued. “The winner of my little auction is one of the richest merchants in Kong, and paid quite a fortune in gold to acquire you as her sex slave. She’s a mage, of course; otherwise, I’m not sure she’d be able to control you. You’ll be departing for southern Kong at first light tomorrow. And I just wanted to express my appreciation,” he added with a grin. “Thanks to you, I just made more from a single transaction than I typically see in an entire year. I wish you all the best.”

Krigo left the room. Yulong extinguished the oil lamps with a wave of his wand and followed him out, leaving Syllith in darkness.


Chapter 20
Castle Barclay


“What do you mean, ‘gone’?” Khaldun asked. “How can an entire army disappear?”

“I have no idea, but it did,” Allison said. “I checked the ground where they made camp, and there’s no trail leading out of that area, magical or otherwise. And I flew all around the surrounding fields, but found no invisibility spells, or anything tucked into the void.”

“I’d like to go take a look for myself,” said Khaldun. “No offense intended, of course.”

“None taken,” she said. “I’m worried I might be losing my mind. At least if you find the same nothing I did, I’ll know I’m sane.”

They took off from the ramparts, Allison leading the way on her carpet, Mira and Khaldun following on his. She took them to the field where the elves had made camp. Even in the moonlight, Mira could see the army had trampled the grass. But Allison was right: the only visible trail was the one leading back to the castle.

Khaldun flew low over the surrounding area, Allison close by, trying to sense any hidden spells, but came up empty. He also found no magical trace of anyone leaving the field.

“We’d better inform Jezebel,” he said. “They could be moving both of their armies to Castle Barclay as we speak.”

The three of them returned to the castle. Allison used her mirror to update Jezebel. The princess recalled all of their forces to Castle Barclay. She ordered a night march, and asked Allison to fly patrol over their army coming from Franconia. Sage would escort the army returning from Wayland, and the rest of the sorcerers would fly directly to Castle Barclay immediately and regroup there.

Khaldun and Mira both embraced Allison, wishing her luck, then took off on his carpet heading south. Khaldun flew low the whole way, trying to sense any hidden spells. No single mage could hide an entire army with an invisibility spell, but working together, the elvish ones certainly could. But they made it to Spanbrook City without finding anything.

Reaching Castle Barclay, they found most of the troops Jezebel had stationed there camped in the fields to the south of the castle. But an entire garrison had moved inside, and they were camped in the courtyard. The drawbridge was up, both sets of gates were closed, and soldiers lined the ramparts.

Landing in the rear of the courtyard, Khaldun and Mira went inside, and found Jezebel in the keep’s private hall with Allure. The sorcerer greeted them, hugging them each in turn.

“Semblant and I just arrived a few minutes ago,” she told them.

The four of them sat down at the head table, and the staff served them wine. Jezebel had already been updated on the day’s events, but Allure, Khaldun, and Mira spent several minutes providing her with a more detailed account.

“Your Highness, today, we faced Xythor, Metamorph, and Artifice in Wayland. Gnasher and Howler were in Franconia, and the water mage must have been Hydra,” said Allure. “Semblant, Sage, and I believe the elves are probably regrouping in preparation for an assault on Castle Barclay. We can expect to face all six of them here.

“Typhoon, Scream, and Comet participated in the attack on Keepstone today,” she continued. “But that leaves Reaper, Blaze, and Plague unaccounted for. We fear they could show up here.”

“Wait, they attacked Keepstone today, too?” said Mira.

“Yes, and Leto’s forces suffered losses similar to ours,” said Jezebel. “But they held strong, and the elves failed to win the day. Has the elvish army there disappeared, too?”

“No,” said Allure. “Battleaxe reports that they’re camped about a mile out from the battlefield.”

“I’m not familiar with Scream, Comet, or Plague,” said Khaldun.

Allure took a deep breath. “Scream is able to use her voice to affect people’s minds. She can render soldiers unconscious, or make them turn against their commanders.”

“Similar to Siren, then,” he said.

“Yes, only stronger. Luckily, Legion was ready for her, and was able to cancel her spells before she inflicted too much damage. Comet can fly short distances—she streaks across the sky like a fireball when she does it, thus her name.”

“They could use her to get inside the castle,” Mira said.

“Indeed they could,” Allure said, “but they haven’t yet. Plague possesses a kind of magic I’ve never heard of anywhere else. He can inflict an enemy force with illness that spreads very quickly. It’s magical, so it can be canceled, but if you don’t treat every infected person, it starts spreading again.”

“I wonder if Reaper’s still able to control demons from inside an elvish body,” said Khaldun.

“Assuming he is in a body,” said Allure, “I’d tend to doubt it. I’m guessing he might have chosen to remain in demon form. He’d probably be more effective against humans that way—more powerful than any demon we’ve encountered before.”

A chill ran down Mira’s spine.

“Right after killing his body, Allison banished Gnasher,” said Khaldun. “But he reformed almost instantly and reanimated another elf body. It seems like they’re impossible to kill, now.”

“His demon reformed immediately?” asked Allure.

“Yes,” said Mira. “It turned to smoke when she banished it, but then retook solid shape.”

Allure frowned. “That shouldn’t be possible. When a demon is bound, that can happen. That’s one of the main advantages of becoming a necromancer. If Allison or I summon a demon, someone who knows the spells can banish it, sending it back to the spectral plane. We can summon another one, of course, but that takes time. And there would be no reason for the first one to return.”

“A necromancer can stop the banished demon from returning to the spectral plane?” Khaldun asked.

“Yes,” said Allure, “any demon the necromancer binds acts as an extension of his or her will, so it can reform almost instantly.”

“Then this makes no sense,” said Mira, shaking her head. “Nyro’s a demon, too. She can’t possibly have bound the other demons to her, could she?”

“No,” Allure said with a frown. “I’m afraid I don’t understand it either. Even if she’s taken an elvish body like the members of her Sacred Circle, she still wouldn’t be able to bind them like a necromancer. That’s not possible for elves.

“I banished Xythor’s demon after Semblant killed his body, and he didn’t reform. I’d expect him to return eventually, because the demons of the circle have a vested interest in helping Nyro return to power. But Gnasher’s immediate return means there’s something else going on here. Nyro must have found a way to reestablish her bond with them, though I cannot comprehend how.”

“Do you have any idea where the missing armies might have gone?” Jezebel asked.

“If Nyro showed up with her pyramid, she could have used it to open a portal for them,” said Khaldun. “That would enable her to send the armies anywhere she wants.”

“Surely they’d be here by now if that were the case,” said Jezebel.

“Yes, the move would be instantaneous,” said Khaldun. “Of course, it’s possible they’ve gone somewhere else, and will show up here the same way once they’re ready to attack.”

“Giving us little to no warning,” Jezebel said with a sigh.

“True, but opening a portal takes a tremendous amount of energy,” said Allure. “I doubt even Nyro could sustain it long enough for more than a few people to pass through, never mind thousands.”

“How did their armies disappear, then?” asked Khaldun.

“One or more of their mages could have tucked them into the void,” said Allure.

“An entire army?” Khaldun said skeptically. “I didn’t think that was possible.”

“It wouldn’t be for us. But the Sacred Circle are much more powerful. One of them might have pulled it off. The mages would have a much easier time traveling without being detected. And then they could release their army at a time and place of their choosing.”

“Once again, with little to no warning,” said Jezebel.

“Yes. However, they wouldn’t be able to make the journey here much faster than our troops,” said Allure.

“Could Nyro’s mages use this against our troops in battle?” Jezebel asked. “Tuck thousands of them into the void?”

“I suppose so,” Allure said with a shrug. “But it wouldn’t do them much good. We could free them again immediately.”

“Ah, of course,” Jezebel said with a nod.

“What if Nyro tucked the armies into the void?” Khaldun asked. “Then they could move through the portal with her, without taking any extra time.”

Allure shook her head. “Not possible. Nothing in the void can move through such a portal.”

“What would happen if she tried?” Jezebel asked.

“Anything in the void would be stripped away from her and left behind,” said Allure.

“I’m sorry, but how do you know this?” Khaldun asked.

Allure took a deep breath. “I’m not at liberty to say. But rest assured, I have this on the highest authority.”

Mira thought of Shadow, the mysterious entity who resided in the seven-sided tower at the university, and figured she had to be the source of Allure’s information.

“That explains why Nyro needed ships to get her armies to Anoria,” said Jezebel. “If she could have sent them here through the portal, I’m sure she would have.”

“So we must assume members of the Sacred Circle have tucked their armies into the void, and are on their way here with them,” said Khaldun. “It’s a three days march for our people from either Wayland or Franconia. Their mages could keep going day and night, and they left during dinner this evening.”

“Given their greater speed, that could put them here as soon as tomorrow night,” said Jezebel, heaving a long sigh. “We could be in trouble. There are currently only five thousand troops stationed here. And roughly eight thousand elves survived each battle?”

“That’s our best estimate, Your Highness,” said Allure.

“Meaning we’ll be outnumbered three to one.”

“The rest of the sorcerers and I should start transporting our armies here immediately,” said Khaldun. “With each of us tucking a hundred of them into the void on each trip, we could get them all here by morning.”

“Yes,” Allure said, getting to her feet. “I’ll alert the others.”

“We shouldn’t leave the castle unprotected,” said Jezebel.

“I’ll remain here,” said Mira. “I won’t be any help in this process anyway. But my null should protect us from any thaumaturgic attack while the rest of you are away.”

“Agreed,” said Jezebel. “Let’s do this. Good luck, all of you.”

Mira held Khaldun tight for a minute. She kissed him, then he hurried outside with Allure. Jezebel accompanied Mira to the top of the mage’s tower. She opened her channels of power, expanding her null to its full size, encompassing the entire castle and half of the city to the north, as well as their army camped to the south.

“Thank the stars you’re here,” said Jezebel. “I honestly don’t know what we would do without you.”

Mira squeezed her hand. “It’s my honor, Your Highness.”

Allison arrived a little later, landing out beyond the army camp, and outside Mira’s null. Eight soldiers had ridden with her on the carpet. She held out one hand, and a hundred more appeared on the field. They started making camp, and the princess took off again.

Only a few minutes later, Sage arrived, dropping off a hundred more soldiers. Allure and Semblant showed up next, followed by Khaldun. It took the whole night, but the sorcerers managed to get both armies to Castle Barclay. And still, there was no sign of the elvish forces.

Jezebel and Mira went inside to meet the others. Allison embraced Jezebel, kissing her deeply, and Khaldun hugged and kissed Mira. They all sat down in the private hall for breakfast.

“You should get some rest after this, Your Highness,” Mira said to Jezebel. “You were up all night.”

“So were all of you,” she said. “I’ll be all right.”

“Sorcerers can stay awake for several days straight, Your Highness,” said Sage. “Lady Mira is right. You should get some sleep. You’ll need to be at your best when this battle starts.”

Just then, Mira heard horns blowing somewhere outside.

“What the hell was that?” Jezebel said.

The doors flew open, and Imani strode into the hall. “Your Highness, the elvish armies have arrived.”

“That’s impossible,” said Khaldun as they all got to their feet. “How could they have gotten here so quickly?”

“That I can’t say, my lord, but they are here,” said Imani. “They showed up out of nowhere, first one army, then the other, in the fields east of the castle. They’re forming ranks now. General Amari has our forces moving into position to engage them.”

Mira got to her feet with the others, and they followed Imani up to the east-side ramparts. The soldiers there cleared a space for them along the wall. Far across the moat, the elvish armies were forming ranks. Their own forces were moving in a steady stream from the fields south of the castle to take position on the battlefield.

“Our people will be facing directly into the morning sun,” Imani observed. “This will give the enemy an advantage.”

“I’m sure that’s why they chose to attack from this direction,” Jezebel said.

“We should do what we can to create some chaos in their lines,” Allure suggested.

Jezebel nodded. One by one, Allure, Semblant, and Sage mounted their carpets and took off. Allison embraced Jezebel before flying after them.

“Be safe,” Mira said, kissing Khaldun before he took off after the others.

The sorcerers went invisible. Only Mira and Jezebel could follow their progress using their carpets’ beacon spells, but these provided no way to tell them apart from each other. Once they’d moved out of range, Mira opened her channels of power, extending her null to protect the castle and their troops.

Mira spotted Semblant going visible when he landed out beyond the elvish lines. His carpet vanished as he transformed into the giant bear and stomped through the formations, leaving a trail of devastation in his wake. Two ghouls erupted into existence at the other end of the battlefield, adding to the carnage. Mira knew Allure and Allison had to be responsible for these. Fire orbs started appearing in random places, turning every soldier within to ash; this had to be Sage’s work. And the individual elves being incinerated from within must be Khaldun’s doing.

Strangely, the elvish mages did nothing to combat the sorcerers, and their magic produced the desired effect: it kept the elvish forces in disarray long enough for Spanbrook’s armies to take the field.

“Where are the Sacred Circle?” Jezebel wondered out loud.

As if in answer to her question, someone banished the ghouls, but two more appeared moments later, continuing their predecessors’ path of destruction. Despite the chaos, the elvish horns sounded, and their armies advanced. They reached Spanbrook’s forces, and the battle was joined. Battle cries and the crash of weapons against armor drifted up to their position on the ramparts.

The battle raged for an hour, and their sorcerers continued to do their work unhindered by the elvish mages. Mira didn’t understand where they could have gone. But suddenly, she spotted objects dropping out of the sky from multiple starting points, landing on the ground and shattering among their troops. They looked like pots or jars.

“What the hell are those?” Jezebel asked.

“Some sort of thaumaturgic attack, I’d wager,” said Imani. “But they won’t do any good inside of Mira’s null.”

“They’re coming from high above my null, whatever they are,” said Mira. “I don’t understand how.”

Some of their soldiers started screaming. Mira spotted a few of them running into the moat.

“NO!” Jezebel screamed. “The demon fish will poison them!”

“The ones who are running were near those falling objects,” Imani said. “Look!”

Looking closer, Mira noticed holes in their armor, exposing burning flesh within. More jars fell from the sky, and she realized they were splashing their contents all over nearby soldiers as they shattered. She pointed this out to Jezebel and Imani.

“It’s some kind of magic,” said Imani.

“Impossible inside my null,” said Mira.

“They might have used magic to concoct a potion that burns through anything it touches,” Jezebel suggested. “The spell wouldn’t be active now.”

“Can we cancel the potion’s effects?” Mira asked.

“Perhaps,” Jezebel said. “You’ll have to extinguish your null first.”

“Wait,” said Imani, gripping Mira’s arm. “Why wouldn’t her null have already canceled it?”

“My null only cancels active magic,” said Mira. “Like any mage, I can cancel fire even if it was created by normal means, but not with my null.”

“It’s like canceling the air beneath a dragon,” Jezebel said. “The air wasn’t created magically, but you can still cancel it to rob the beast of its lift.”

“Yes, exactly,” said Mira. “But my null won’t cancel it.”

“All right,” Imani said skeptically, releasing Mira’s arm.

Mira closed her channels of power, eliminating her null, then nodded to Jezebel. The two of them went to work, trying to cancel the potion’s fire. This seemed to work. The soldiers they hit with their spells stopped screaming, and didn’t try jumping in the moat. It wasn’t enough, though. The pots kept falling, hitting more and more soldiers.

“This isn’t working,” Jezebel said in frustration as she waved her wand. “We’ve got to figure out how they’re doing this and stop it.”

“I have a bad feeling I know exactly what they’re doing,” Mira said. Gazing skyward, she focused on one of the pots’ points of origin, and reached out with her power to cancel invisibility. Sure enough, she’d revealed a carpet, drifting slowly over their troops.

“I’ll be damned,” said Jezebel. “How did they get carpets?”

“Nyro’s had fifteen years to ponder the magic that makes them work,” said Imani. “Is it any surprise that she figured it out?”

Mira used cancellation spells to uncover two more carpets. They were too high to see who was riding them, but Jezebel pointed her wand and canceled the air beneath one of them, and it plummeted earthward. As it dropped, several riders moved into view. It looked like two elvish mages—one controlling the carpet, and a second standing amidst three soldiers sitting by the edges. The soldiers must have been dropping the pots, but where were they coming from? Mira couldn’t see any on the carpet.

The mage managed to regain control of the carpet right before it hit the ground. As he swooped over the battle, his partner pulled a jar out of the void, handing it to one of the soldiers. Jezebel tried canceling the air beneath them again, but one of the mages blocked her cancellation spell.

“Quickly, reestablish your null,” Jezebel said.

Mira opened her channels of power, and her null exploded to its full size. The carpet fell like a stone, crashing into the earth. A cheer went up from Spanbrook’s soldiers. Mira extinguished her null, and Jezebel called fire, incinerating the carpet.

The other two carpets had stayed high above Mira’s null, and restored their invisibility spells. They continued dropping potion jars on their troops. Jezebel made them visible, then she and Mira canceled the air providing their lift. Both carpets crashed, and Jezebel called fire to destroy them. Mira expanded her null again.

Spanbrook’s troops moved to surround the elvish mages. They closed in, attacking them with sword and spear. Naked, unarmed, injured from their falls, and bereft of their magic, the elves put up little resistance. The Spanbrookers slew them, leaving their corpses to rot.

The battle raged on, the casualties mounting on both sides. With their mages meeting no thaumaturgic resistance, Spanbrook seemed to be winning, the enemy’s losses outpacing their own.

But before long, six elves emerged from the fighting, moving out beyond their lines and incinerating their clothing. The six Sacred Circle members had taken new bodies and rejoined the fray. They banished Allure and Allison’s ghouls, and focused on Semblant, trying to ignite him from within. The giant bear reared on his hind legs, screaming to the sky. Fires erupted in his fur, burning into his flesh. Someone, probably Allure, canceled the spells, and Semblant went back to killing.

The elves moved several companies to the bridge crossing the moat. Sage concentrated her efforts there, hitting them with fire orbs. The elves sent reinforcements to replace the slain.

“What are they doing over there?” Jezebel said. “With the drawbridge up, they have no chance of getting inside that way.”

“They don’t have any siege engines, either,” said Imani.

Returning her attention to the battlefield, Mira realized she’d lost track of some of the elf mages; only three of them remained out beyond their lines. Only minutes later, she spotted something streaking across the sky toward them, and pointed it out to Jezebel and Imani.

“What the hell is that?” Imani asked.

As it moved closer, Mira realized it was an enormous winged serpent. It flew directly over their heads, landing in the courtyard near the gates. Dozens of soldiers scampered off its back, hurrying over to the gatehouse.

“Shit,” Jezebel muttered.

“I’d better get down there—with your leave, Your Highness?” Imani said.

Jezebel nodded, and Imani hurried off, running down the steps to the courtyard and firing off orders to her people. The soldiers defending the gatehouse held the elves off, but the serpent was making it impossible for any others to assist them. It kept snapping people in half with its jaws and thrashing them with its tail.

“That must be Metamorph,” said Jezebel.

“Yes,” Mira agreed. “She transformed before entering my null, so she needs no active magic to retain this form.”

“You’d better extinguish your null. We’re going to need the sorcerers to combat this thing. If they get the drawbridge down…”

Mira nodded. She closed her channels of power, and Jezebel pulled out her mirror to alert the others to their situation. Allison, Khaldun, and Sage landed on the ramparts moments later.

“Holy shit,” Sage muttered.

The three of them went to work. Sage tried hitting the serpent with fire orbs. Though the monster screamed, they didn’t slow it down. Allison summoned a ghoul, and it wrestled the beast away from the gates. Khaldun incinerated several of the elves by the gatehouse from within as more soldiers rushed around the serpent to join the fight, Imani in the lead.

The Shifari woman moved through the enemy like a whirlwind, cutting down one elf after another. But suddenly, one of the elves screamed, her illusion of clothing disappearing as she encased Imani in a glowing sheet of energy, binding her limbs together. Waving one hand before her, she released two hundred more elvish troops from the void.

The newcomers rushed the Spanbrookers defending the gatehouse, quickly overwhelming them. One of the sorcerers freed Imani, and she charged the elvish mage, swinging her sword. But the elf vanished, and her blade sliced through empty air.

In only minutes, the elves got the gates open and lowered the drawbridge. The companies waiting on the outer bridge hurried inside, swamping the courtyard and overcoming the castle’s defenders. Sage, Khaldun, and Allison kept bombarding the serpent, and took out dozens of elvish soldiers. But more troops kept pouring in through the gates. The elves had moved several regiments to block the Spanbrookers from sending reinforcements to the castle.

“You should take out the drawbridge, Your Highness,” said Mira.

Jezebel met her gaze for a moment and nodded. The two of them hurried around the battlements to the front of the castle. Jezebel waved her wand, calling fire, and the bridge went up in flames. Allure must have realized what she was doing, because she added her own spell, and the bridge turned to ash moments later, cutting off the fresh supply of elvish troops.

At that moment, Imani came running up the steps. “Your Highness, we must evacuate you and your people immediately.”

“Forfeit Castle Barclay?” Jezebel said, her expression aghast.

“Your Highness, the castle is already lost.”

Mira took in the situation in the courtyard. Despite the sorcerers’ efforts, the elvish soldiers outnumbered their own, and were cutting down more every second. And one of the enemy mages had banished Allison’s ghoul, leaving the serpent free to add to the carnage. The tide had turned out on the battlefield, where the elves were rallying, driving Spanbrook’s forces away from the now-useless castle entry.

Allison landed on the ramparts. “We need to get out of here,” she told Jezebel, taking her hand. Jezebel gazed around the courtyard, horror in her eyes. “We knew this day could come, and we’ve prepared for this. It’s time to put our contingency plan into motion.”

“We’re losing everything we’ve built,” Jezebel said, her voice catching in her throat. “Our entire heritage.”

“Not everything,” Allison said. “Remember what you told me. We’ll sacrifice anything else, but not our family. Alanna and Leda need us. It’s time to go.”

Taking a deep, steadying breath, Jezebel nodded, and ordered the retreat.


Chapter 21
Restoration


Syllith struggled against her bonds, trying once again to tip her chair over, but it was no use. She tried using her magic, and managed to conjure a tiny flame, but couldn’t get it to last more than a second. It wasn’t enough to ignite the ropes tied around her.

She sat there in silence, trying to figure out how she could escape. They’d have to untie her to move her to the ship, and that would probably be her only chance. If she could overpower one of them, she might be able to run for it. Of course, this was assuming they didn’t knock her out before removing her bonds.

“Shit!” she screamed. For a minute, she thrashed about, swearing at the top of her lungs in her rage. But she accomplished nothing but giving herself rope burn.

She calmed down finally and sat in silence for a long time. Although she didn’t remember falling asleep, she started awake at a loud noise. Listening intently, she heard screams, then footsteps running toward her. Someone ran into view carrying a torch, and she realized it was Krigo. His mage, Yulong appeared moments later, brandishing his wand at something she couldn’t see. Suddenly, the wizard went up in flames, screaming for a moment before the fire consumed him.

“P-please,” Krigo stammered, dropping to his knees. “M-maybe we could be partners, eh? I’ll cut you in for half⁠—”

“Half?” a voice repeated as Ming strode into view, wielding her staff. “Forget it, Krigo. You’re done.” She called fire and the man screamed as she incinerated him from within. His charred corpse hit the floor and Ming hurried over to Syllith.

“How did you know where to find me?”

“I have people watching all of his hideouts,” she explained as she untied her.

Syllith tried getting to her feet, but her muscles were stiff and sore, and she had to cling to the post to stay upright.

Ming held out her staff, removing a bundle of cloth and a pack from the void. “Get dressed. I’ve provided mage’s robes along with a tent and bedroll.” She took a heavy money purse out of the void next, setting it down on the chair with a jingling sound. “One hundred forty gold coins.”

“What about your take?” Syllith asked as she dressed.

“My take is Krigo’s entire business. With him out of the way, I’m taking over. Don’t worry, I’ll make much more this way. I never could have gotten away with it if he hadn’t taken you, so I figure I owe you.”

“Who would have stopped you before?” Syllith asked.

“Everyone else,” Ming said with a sigh. “Outside of my building, you would have been fair game. But moving in on a rival’s home turf is against the rules.”

“Honor among thieves?” Syllith asked with a grin.

“Something like that,” Ming muttered. “And in any event, my negligence caused you harm, so you deserve the full payment for all of your clients.”

“Your negligence?” Syllith repeated. She stuffed the money purse into the pack.

“One of my mages guards the entry to my office at all times, and casts a spell to cancel illusion whenever I get a visitor,” she explained. “So when Zhi showed up to inquire about you, I took it for granted that it was her. But Krigo had paid off my guard. I’ve disposed of him accordingly.

“I believe Yulong lowered you out the window into the alley,” Ming continued. “Otherwise he would have had to sneak you past several other guards on the way out.”

Haitao arrived a moment later. “Everything is ready, my lady,” he said.

“Excellent. Let’s go,” she said, leading the way out of the warehouse.

“Where are we going?” Syllith asked, hoisting the pack over her shoulder and following them out.

“You’ll see,” Ming told her as they headed to the end of the alley and turned onto the main street.

They walked along the river for a few minutes, until they reached the docks. Ming took them to one of the biggest merchant ships in the harbor. They met two men waiting at the bottom of the gangplank.

“This is Captain Sun and his first mate, Han,” Ming said. Syllith shook their hands. “I’ve booked your passage to Northcoast. They’re going to set sail right away, just in case one of Krigo’s lackeys catches wind of this and tries to claim you for their own. Haitao will be accompanying you to make sure you have a safe voyage. From there, you should have enough money to get yourself to the university, I believe.”

Syllith could hardly believe her ears. “This is very kind of you. I’m not sure if I should trust this.”

“Like I said, because of you, I’ve added Krigo’s business to my own. I’m going to be very rich, thanks to you. This is the least I could do. Now, please, get word to the governors before it’s too late, all right?”

“Thank you,” Syllith said, embracing her. “I will.”

“Oh, one last thing before I forget,” Ming said, holding up her staff. “I’m going to cast an illusion to make you look like a Kongese noblewoman. This should help you avoid attention.” She performed her magic, and Syllith held out her hands. Her skin tone had reverted to a normal human’s. “And take this,” Ming added, taking something out of the void and handing it to her. Syllith took it from her, and realized it was a long sword and belt. “Without your magic, you’re going to need some way to defend yourself.”

“Again, thank you.”

Ming bade her farewell, and Syllith boarded the ship with Haitao and the two sailors. The first mate escorted them below deck to a lavish cabin at the rear of the ship. Syllith watched out the window as they left the harbor and sailed out to sea.

“You should get some sleep,” Haitao suggested. “I’ll stand guard, but I’ll need you to keep watch during the day so I can rest.”

Syllith nodded. Setting her pack down, she climbed into the bed without undressing as Haitao sat in the chair across from her. She hadn’t realized how exhausted she was, and drifted off almost immediately.

They had an uneventful voyage, and a few days later, docked in Northcoast late in the afternoon. Ming had booked Haitao’s return voyage, but the ship wasn’t departing until the following morning. Syllith invited him to stay at an inn with her that night, and he agreed.

Disembarking, they found a seaside inn nearby. Syllith booked them two rooms, then they went to the common room for dinner. They ate a hearty meal, and sat up late drinking beer. Haitao told her he’d trained at the university many years earlier, and remembered seeing her.

Syllith tried to get news from some of the other patrons, but nobody had heard anything about an invasion in Maeda or Dorshire. One couple laughed at her when she suggested an elvish army was sure to be on its way, and she refrained from offering information to anyone else. She kept her eyes and ears open, though, and neither saw nor heard any evidence that an elvish invasion had begun. She started to get her hopes up that maybe she wasn’t too late, after all.

Haitao and Syllith went up to their rooms, and Syllith got a good night’s sleep. Early the next morning, she ate breakfast with the wizard, and accompanied him to his ship. Then she said farewell, and went to find a horse. Someone in the market outside the castle told her where to find a breeder outside of town. So, she walked there, met the owner, and purchased a young mare.

Once they’d tacked her up, Syllith shouldered her pack and mounted the horse. She stopped at the market to stock up on food for her and the animal, then set out for the university. She stuck to the road, and made good time. Come nightfall, she found a clearing by a stream a little way into the trees, and made camp. She fed the horse, and let her drink from the stream, then sat down to eat. Once it was fully dark, she climbed into her tent and went to sleep.

It took Syllith twelve days to reach the university’s lands. She passed many other travelers coming and going along her way, and she asked them all if they’d heard any news of an elvish invasion. None had. Of course, it would take a long time for news to reach this area if they’d landed on the coast of Dorshire, southern Maeda, or Shifar.

Regardless, it was imperative for her to keep her identity a secret. If the elves had landed, they could have spies everywhere by now. She could not afford for them to learn who she truly was. This wasn’t something she’d thought about in Kong. It just didn’t seem likely that Nyro would bother spying on traders and gang leaders. But now that she was in Maeda, it was a huge concern. She sped a silent thank you to Ming for casting this illusion spell to provide her a disguise.

It was conceivable that Nyro had already learned of her escape from Reaper. And if that were the case, they’d certainly be on the lookout for her. Nyro could invoke her true name even from afar, but Syllith doubted she would do that. Doing so would cause her to lose control of her Sacred Circle. And of course, if Nyro had learned about her escape, she could liberate one of her demons from its body, and it could travel to her through the spectral plane almost instantly. The fact that that hadn’t happened almost certainly meant Nyro was still in the dark.

She crossed the bridge over the River Mayne and rode up to the barrier. But without her magic, she had no way to go any farther. Even if her powers had come back, she was sure they would have changed the spells in her absence. There was nothing to do but wait.

About an hour later, a group of young mages approached, probably students returning from Arthos. Syllith greeted them, explaining that she needed to see the governors.

“I’m sorry, we’re not allowed to let anyone inside with us,” one of the witches said apologetically.

“I understand, but the situation is grave. The elves are preparing to invade Anoria, and I have to warn the governors before it’s too late.”

“The invasion has already begun,” a wizard said. “How do we know you’re not here to help them take the university?” he added, pointing his wand at her.

“I have lived through hell to get here. Please, I must see the governors.”

“We will let them know you’re here,” the witch said. “But we cannot grant you passage.”

“All right, fine,” Syllith said. “But please, hurry!”

The witch cast the spell to open a portal in the barrier, while the wizard guarded her, not lowering his wand. Once the others had moved through, he followed, closing the barrier behind him.

Syllith dismounted and waited. In much less time than she thought possible, a witch rode into view, with a dozen armed soldiers riding in her wake. They stopped at the barrier and the witch stared at her for a moment. “I am Governor Amelia.” Syllith had never heard of her, but it had been a long time. “Some students have informed me that you have important news for us. Who are you?”

Syllith eyed the soldiers. “An ally. But I cannot afford to reveal my identity to anyone but you.”

The witch regarded her for a moment in silence. “We’ll escort you to the administrative building, and you can make a report to the full council.”

“No—only you.”

“All right. But I’m keeping my wand on you the whole way, and you’ll need to turn over your sword. Try anything, and I’ll order them to strike you down.” Syllith nodded, and the witch opened a portal in the barrier. Syllith led her horse through by the reins, and the witch closed the barrier behind her. Syllith removed her sword belt, handing it to one of the soldiers, then mounted her horse.

When they reached the university, Syllith’s eyes welled up. She never thought she’d see this place again. Amelia and Syllith dismounted, tying their horses to the post in front of the administrative building. Amelia asked the guards to wait for them, and led her inside, keeping her wand trained on her the whole time. They went into the council chamber, and sat down at the table.

“Let’s hear it,” Amelia said.

“First, I need you to put the spells in place to ensure no one else can listen in on this conversation, magically or otherwise.”

Amelia did as she asked.

Syllith knew she couldn’t possibly tell her story without revealing her identity. She didn’t know if she could trust this woman, but she had no choice but to take that risk. “Now, please cast the spell to cancel illusion.”

“Excuse me?”

“This is not my true appearance.”

Amelia got to her feet, backing away from her. Syllith remained seated. Amelia canceled the illusion, her eyes going wide when she saw her. “You… but you’re a necromancer?”

“Yes, but I’m no traitor⁠—”

“I know. Sage told us all the truth about Nyro embedding a fragment of her soul inside of you.”

“Good, then you must hear me out,” Syllith pleaded, worried she’d run for the guards. “Nyro has held me in captivity for fifteen years, and stopped my powers from returning. I have information I must get to those fighting her. But no one can learn of my presence here.”

“All right, I’ll listen.”

Syllith told her the whole story, unable to contain her emotions when she recounted the abuse she’d endured at Nyro’s hands, and then Reaper’s. She had to fight back sobs for many parts of the account. At one point, Amelia went outside to dismiss the guards, returning with Syllith’s sword, and finally retaking her seat. Syllith finished, doing her best to keep her composure. It had grown dark outside by the time she was done.

Amelia took a deep breath. “This is dire news. I’m sorry to inform you that the invasion has already started. Nyro has not turned up yet, but members of her Sacred Circle are leading her armies. They’ve destroyed Rockport, Blacksand, and Oldport, and defeated the forces in Keepstone and Spanbrook.

“We dispatched all of our sorcerers to provide assistance to those last two, but it wasn’t enough. Prince Leto, Princess Jezebel, and their remaining troops are falling back to Stoutwall as we speak. I think that is where you must go.”

“Yes, I agree,” Syllith said with a sigh. Dread knotted her stomach at the thought of Nyro’s forces conquering Anoria. She was too late. But there was still much she could do.

“I can alert Prince Augustine to expect your arrival,” Amelia said.

“No! No one can learn of my presence in Anoria until I reach Stoutwall!” She told her about her plan. “But if Nyro catches wind of this, she will devote all of her resources to recapturing me, and we’ll lose this opportunity.”

“That is incredibly brave,” Amelia said, sadness in her eyes.

“You must not tell anyone about me—not even the other governors can know. Nyro could have spies all over the continent by now.”

“Your secret is safe with me, you have my word.”

Syllith nodded. She still didn’t know if she could trust her, but without her magic, she had no choice. “Thank you. If you don’t mind, I will make camp here for the night and set out in the morning.”

“No need to camp,” Amelia said with a smile. “You are welcome to stay with me, Governor Syllith.”

It was heartening to hear the witch address her that way, even though the title was no longer hers. She hadn’t known if her arrival would be met with acceptance or scorn, and was relieved that it was the former.

“But first,” Amelia continued, “I’m pretty sure I can restore your magic.”

“What? How?” Syllith said, taken aback. “Nyro did something to stop it from coming back. I don’t think there’s anything you can do.”

“We’ll see,” she said with a sly smile, getting to her feet. “Come with me.”

Syllith grabbed her sword belt and followed her out of the room, and they went down to the basement. Amelia called a small flame to light their way. The area was cluttered with boxes and crates. The witch retrieved a long crate from the rear corner, setting it down on the floor. She opened it, reached inside, and withdrew a staff, handing it to Syllith.

As she took it from her, she gasped. “This was mine!” It had been fifteen years, but this had been her sole instrument from the time her magic first revealed itself when she was only a girl. She’d recognize it anywhere; the feel of the wood was so familiar in her hands. “Where did you find this?”

“Lord Khaldun recovered it after you disappeared,” she explained. “He brought it here, and we’ve kept it in storage ever since.”

“You’re going to transfer its power back to me,” Syllith said. “I don’t know if this will work.”

“I have a feeling it will,” she said with a smile. “You’ll need to⁠—”

“Disrobe,” she said with a nod. “I know.”

Syllith took off her clothes. Grabbing her staff, she held it tight against her, and said, “I’m ready.”

Amelia held out her arms, pointing her wand at Syllith and reciting a string of spells, finally speaking the word of command. After a bright flash of light, Syllith’s staff started to glow. Its brightness continued to increase, and she felt it growing hot against her flesh. She cried out as the pain became almost unbearable, and she had to shut her eyes against the light. Syllith felt herself growing woozy, and didn’t know how much longer she could hold on. But then there was a tearing sound, and her staff disappeared.

Opening her eyes, she found her vision going dark around the edges. She stumbled forward, placing her hands on a giant crate for support. Amelia helped ease her onto the floor, and after a couple of minutes, Syllith recovered.

“I’ve performed that spell for others,” she said, taking a deep breath. “I never appreciated how painful it was.”

“You did great,” said Amelia. “Most people pass out. Try some magic.”

Syllith held out one hand and called fire. A small flame appeared in her palm. Canceling that, she got to her feet and made herself invisible.

“It would seem we were successful,” Amelia said, her eyes failing to find Syllith.

Syllith canceled her spell and got dressed, fastening her sword belt around her waist. “Thank you for this.”

“Well, I don’t know about you, but I’m starving,” Amelia said. “Why don’t we head over to my house?”

Syllith nodded. “It would be best to restore the illusion I wore when I arrived. If anyone saw us entering the building, it would look strange if someone else left with you. But I’m afraid I never got a look at myself in a mirror.”

“I can take care of that,” Amelia said. She pointed her wand, calling the magical force. Syllith saw her hands change color. “That should be close enough.”

They headed outside, and Syllith untied her horse, leading her by the reins. The soldiers had already taken the governor’s horse to be stabled. Amelia took her across the grounds to the governor’s mansions. Syllith noted with satisfaction that they’d constructed these new dwellings from brick and stone. She tied her horse, and followed Amelia into her house.

The governor’s staff was already preparing dinner, so she let them know she’d brought a guest. They sat down at her dining room table, and one of her staff poured them wine. Dinner was served a few minutes later.

“So, which sorcerer is bound to you?” Syllith asked, taking a sip of wine.

Amelia said nothing for a minute. “Things have changed in your absence. You saw the soldiers, for example? Conjurnors no longer serve as governors. After what Dredmort did, we’ve put precautions in place to make sure no one else can compromise our security the way he did. I have no idea who any of the conjurnors are.”

“A wise precaution.”

They ate in silence, and Syllith considered her situation. So far, Amelia was the only one who knew about her presence in Anoria. She needed to keep it that way. The woman had restored her powers, which made her feel like she was probably trustworthy. But there was still the possibility that someone else had seen them. If Nyro had a spy here, they would probably take steps to interrogate the governor.

This left Syllith with few options. She didn’t want to kill her. But if she invited her to accompany her to Stoutwall, and she refused, then what? She could abduct her. Tuck her into the void and take her along.

After dinner, Syllith told Amelia she needed to discuss something with her in private. They retired to her library, and Syllith cast the spells to prevent anyone else from hearing them. She explained her dilemma.

“I’ll go with you to Stoutwall,” Amelia said without hesitation. “Let’s set out tonight. We can wait until the staff has departed, then slip out quietly. Put some distance behind us and camp somewhere in the forest. That way, if Nyro does have a spy here, they won’t realize we’ve left. We can cross the barrier in the morning, and be long gone by the time anyone realizes we’ve left.”

Syllith breathed a sigh of relief. She’d decided she would kill the governor if necessary, but wasn’t looking forward to it. “Perfect.”

They returned to the dining room. Amelia let the staff know they’d be up late, and that it wasn’t necessary for them to stay. The two of them shared another bottle of wine, and once the others had left for the night, Amelia put out the oil lamps.

Syllith made them invisible, and they slipped out through a rear entrance. Moving to the front of the house, she untied her horse, expanding her spell to include her. The two of them mounted, and Syllith took them out to the stables. Amelia took one of the university’s horses, and they set out. Syllith expanded her invisibility spell again to include the governor.

After a couple of hours, they found a clearing in the woods and stopped for the night. Syllith made camp, and took the first watch while Amelia got some sleep inside the tent.

Syllith woke her sometime after midnight, taking her place in the bedroll. She still didn’t feel certain about this woman, so she remained awake to see what she would do. If she were a spy, or in league with one, she would certainly contact someone by mirror once she thought Syllith was asleep. But the governor did no such thing. She sat quietly outside the tent, her wand at the ready, and roused Syllith at dawn.

They broke camp and continued on their way. When they reached the barrier, Amelia cast the spell to open a portal, closing it again once they’d passed through. Turning onto the south road that would take them to Stoutwall, Syllith decided she could trust this woman. For the first time, she felt like her goal was within reach.


Chapter 22
Castle Monroe


Imani led the way along the ramparts, hurrying to the castle’s southeast tower. Mira and Jezebel followed, Allison bringing up the rear. The other sorcerers were still fighting, so Allison used her mirror to contact them and Amari and let them know Jezebel had ordered the retreat. She told them to get clear of the castle and meet them at the rendezvous point.

Once inside the tower, Allison stuffed the mirror inside her suit, and retrieved one of her swords from the void, then asked Mira to extend her null. Allison hated being inside of it—she felt naked without her magic. But it would be best to make sure none of the elvish mages could destroy the castle around them as they made their way down to the escape tunnels.

They hurried down the spiral staircase, passing the main level, and emerging into the undercroft. Running across the main chamber, they reached the entrance to one of the secret tunnels. Imani pressed the stone that activated the mechanism, and a section of the stone wall receded, revealing a hidden chamber within. Once they’d all moved inside, Allison pushed the wall back into place, engulfing them in total darkness. Clinking noises let her know the latches had engaged.

Mira extinguished her null, and Jezebel called a flame to light their way. Imani led the way down another staircase, and once they had all started down, Allison lowered the wooden lever in the wall. This released a ten-foot-thick stone wall that fell from the ceiling, crashing into place and sealing off the entrance to the stairway. She hurried after the others.

At the bottom of the steps, they emerged into an enormous chamber. Allison lit the torches lining the walls with a thought, then pulled another lever, sending a second stone wall slamming into place at the bottom of the steps.

They’d built this chamber to provide a space where Jezebel and the children could survive for weeks should an enemy force occupy the entire area surrounding the city. The space was stocked with dried fruits and raw oats, an underground stream provided a fresh water supply, and the area included separate sleeping quarters.

But they wouldn’t need this space today. Imani led the way into a tunnel that passed beneath the castle’s eastern walls and beyond the moat. Once the others had entered the tunnel, Allison worked the lever to lower the final wall into place.

The tunnel was narrow and dank, and only tall enough for the Spanbrookers—Imani had to stay crouched to avoid hitting her head. They kept up their single-file march in silence, finally reaching the end of the passage two hours later. Allison used her mirror to contact Khaldun; he reported that the coast was clear. Imani climbed the ladder, throwing open the hatch in the ceiling.

They emerged into the big barn on the Barclay farm. Outside, they found Khaldun waiting for them as the remains of their army passed by on the road. He grabbed Mira, hugging her tight.

“Where do we stand?” Jezebel asked him.

“We took heavy losses, Your Highness,” Khaldun told her. “Allure estimates that fifteen thousand troops survived out of the twenty-one thousand that entered the battle. General Amari is leading them to Castle Monroe, as you can see. The elves are not pursuing. They’ve taken the castle, and stationed several regiments outside the city’s eastern walls. The rest have made camp in the fields around the castle.”

“Why take Castle Barclay?” Jezebel asked. “They’ve destroyed all the others.”

“Including Keepstone,” Khaldun told her. “I heard from Battleaxe. The elvish mages there used fire to weaken the castle walls, then called earth to knock it down. Leto’s forces are retreating as well, and they will meet us in Stoutwall.”

“Nyro grew up in Spanbrook,” said Allison. “Perhaps she sees it as some kind of symbolic victory. It’s also the most heavily fortified castle in all of Dorshire, and she needs a base of operations somewhere if she’s planning to take the entire continent.”

“That’s true,” said Khaldun. “Looking at it that way, I can think of nowhere better.”

Jezebel sighed. “The thought of that monster sleeping in our bed and eating in our hall…” She trailed off with a shiver.

“I know,” Allison said, taking her hand.

“We’ll regroup in Monroe,” Jezebel said. “There’s not much point flying everyone there, as it would take nearly as long as letting everyone walk. Once we’ve arrived, we can decide the best way to proceed. If the elves give chase, we’ll need to establish a position there. Otherwise, we can continue our march, and start ferrying people to Stoutwall.”

“In the meantime, Khaldun and I had better establish an air patrol around the city,” Allison said. “We can keep an eye on the enemy and make sure there are no surprise attacks.”

“Agreed,” said Jezebel. “If their army were suddenly to disappear, then they’d probably be on their way here. We can have the university mages fly patrol around our people as we march. For now, Lady Mira, let’s go without your null. We should have ample warning if a threat arises.”

“Yes, Your Highness,” said Mira.

Allison took the first patrol. Pulling her carpet out of the void, she sat in the center and shot into the sky, making herself invisible as she flew. Passing directly over the city, she could see the regiments stationed outside the wall, and the rest of the army camped in the fields. There was no sign of anyone preparing to pursue them.

She flew around Castle Barclay, her blood boiling as she watched the elves moving about on the ramparts and in the courtyard. As she moved northward, she spotted someone standing on the top of the old castle’s tallest tower. Flying in closer, she could see it was a female elf, wearing no clothing. This had to be one of their mages. There were no other signs of life in the castle, making Allison suspect this elf was the only one here. For a moment, she seemed to look directly at Allison, and she noticed a scar running down the left side of her face. This didn’t look like any of the other mages they’d encountered.

Allison shot out of range as the elf held out one hand, casting a spell to cancel invisibility. “Shit,” she muttered—the mage had sensed her. She’d have to be more careful.

She circled the area slowly, curious to see what the elf was doing here. For a few minutes, she gazed out across the city, still as stone. But finally, she withdrew a carpet from the void, flying off the tower to a position out in front of the castle. Standing straight, she held her arms out to her sides, and Allison could feel the power emanating from her. The castle’s walls glowed, and sections started to melt.

There was a sound like thunder, and the entire city began to shake. Allison heard screams coming from the surrounding buildings, and a few moments later, Castle Spanbrook collapsed. Allison gasped as an enormous dust cloud billowed across the city.

She couldn’t believe the power this had taken. Her understanding was that Xythor was the only member of the circle strong enough to generate an earthquake. He’d certainly been present in the battle that morning, and although there was no way to tell which elf-mage was which after they’d taken their new bodies, this elf didn’t resemble any of them.

Allison realized with a start there was only one person this could be.

The mage flew away from the city, and Allison followed. She landed outside the army camp south of Castle Barclay, tucking her carpet into the void and striding toward one of the larger tents. The other six mages emerged, taking a knee before the newcomer. Their deference confirmed Allison’s suspicion: this had to be Nyro.

After Nyro had spoken to them for a minute, the other mages rose. She took one of the males by the hand as the others returned to their tent. Pulling her carpet out of the void, she flew the two of them to Castle Barclay, landing on the balcony to the master suite—Allison and Jezebel’s chambers.

A crowd had gathered in the courtyard, and they cheered when they saw the two mages. Nyro tucked her carpet into the void, and addressed her people. She spoke elvish, and Allison wished she could understand what she was saying. The speech lasted only a couple of minutes, then the audience cheered again.

Nyro and the other elf moved inside, and Allison lost sight of them. Flying in closer, she hovered by the balcony’s edge, her heart pounding. Through the open doorway, she could see the two kissing. Nyro pushed the male onto the bed, climbed on top, and started making love to him.

Allison had seen enough. She took off, circling the city, but keeping her distance. Sure enough, Nyro had taken their castle for her own. The thought infuriated her, and she considered waiting until Nyro was alone, then trying to assassinate her.

That was crazy, though. Allison’s power had grown tremendously over the years, but she knew she wasn’t yet strong enough to face Nyro alone. She didn’t know if she’d ever possess that kind of power. It was tempting to try it anyway—if she could catch her by surprise, she might have a shot. But she’d promised Jezebel she wouldn’t take this kind of risk again. And thinking of Leda and Alanna strengthened her resolve. Her primary duty was to protect them, and she couldn’t very well do that if she were dead.

Khaldun arrived at sunset to relieve her. They flew side-by-side while Allison updated him.

“You’re sure it was Nyro?” he asked.

“Certain. No one else could have commanded that much power. And the other mages would have shown such deference only to her.”

Khaldun whistled through his teeth. “All right. Thanks for the warning.”

Allison flew back to their army. They were making camp in a field by the roadside, so she landed nearby and went to find Jezebel. She told her everything she’d seen.

“That bitch,” Jezebel muttered, shaking with fury as she embraced her. “I don’t know when or how, but mark my words, one day, we will take our home back from her.”

“My home is wherever you are,” Allison said, kissing her. “But I agree. We will find a way to retake Castle Barclay.”

“Did you see any other carpets?”

“Only the one. But we have spares, so you can count on the elves having them, too.”

Jezebel nodded. “If they had carpets, why did they come to Anoria by ship? They could have tucked their armies into the void and flown them here.”

“That’s too great a distance to travel by carpet, even for Nyro, and there’s nothing but ocean between here and there.”

“No islands they could use to stop and rest?” asked Jezebel.

“None that anyone’s ever charted,” said Allison. “And the fact that Nyro didn’t bring her armies here that way proves that she doesn’t know of any, either.”

The two of them chose a company at random and sat down to eat dinner with them. Allison could have flown Jezebel ahead to Monroe, but she insisted on traveling with the troops. After their defeat in Spanbrook, she felt it would be best for morale if their leaders stayed with them.

Once they’d eaten, Allison and Jezebel retired to their tent. Two soldiers stood guard as they went inside. Jezebel lay quietly in Allison’s arms for a minute.

“I considered trying to kill Nyro when I saw her in our chambers,” Allison told her. Jezebel stared at her, hurt in her eyes as she opened her mouth to reply, but Allison pressed a finger to her lips. “But I thought better of it. I know I’m not strong enough, and I won’t risk losing what we have. With or without a castle, you, Alanna, and Leda are the loves of my life.”

“You mustn’t risk yourself that way again,” said Jezebel. “We promised each other we’d sacrifice anything else to defend Anoria and put Nyro down, but not our family. Not either one of us. After what you did with Gnasher, I still worry about the choices you make. You could have saved Khaldun without fighting him.”

“I wouldn’t have done it if I weren’t confident of the outcome. I know my limits. But I couldn’t squander that opportunity to get the measure of my own power against one of the circle. Now we know for sure I can stand against them if necessary. But Nyro… she’s on a level all her own. I would have taken my chances if it weren’t for you and the girls. But I gave you my word I wouldn’t take that kind of risk, and that’s why I backed off.”

Jezebel kissed her, and the two of them made love. They did their best to stay quiet, but Allison was pretty sure the guards must have heard them. Jezebel drifted off after that, but Allison’s mind wouldn’t stop racing, and sleep eluded her.

Khaldun came to get her in the middle of the night. He reported no developments in Spanbrook. Allison took off on her carpet, and flew her patrol around the city. There was no light inside her former chambers, and even from the balcony, she could see no activity inside. The bed looked empty, but she supposed that made sense. Nyro was unlikely to sleep where she’d make such an easy target.

The rest of the night was uneventful, and Allison returned to their army at dawn. Their people broke camp and continued their march to Monroe. Allison walked with Jezebel and Mira in the center of their line. Allure, Semblant, and Sage took turns flying patrol, taking the lead or rear guard positions when they weren’t in the air.

Khaldun caught up to them at midday, brimming with excitement. “I’ve heard from Chieftain Lavinia of the dragon lords,” he told them. “She’s requested that I bring Mira there immediately.”

“Did she tell you why?” asked Mira. “Will she and her dragons finally join the fight?”

“She said only that they’re having a problem with their dragons that only you can solve,” he told her with a grin.

Mira frowned, shaking her head. “What help can I possibly provide with their dragons?”

“You need to find out,” said Jezebel. “Whatever the reason for this invitation, it gives you another chance to persuade her to join us. The dragons could very well change the outcome in Stoutwall. Without them, I’m afraid the odds are stacked against us.”

“Yes, Your Highness,” said Mira. “I will do everything I can.”

“We’ll leave right away and contact you by mirror as soon as we know anything,” said Khaldun. He went to fetch food, camping gear, and furs for the two of them. Once he’d returned, he pulled his carpet out of the void, lying it on the ground, and tucked the rest into oblivion.

“Fly safe, both of you,” Jezebel said, hugging them each in turn. Allison embraced them, too, and then they took their seats on the carpet. Mira strapped herself in, and they took off.

Allison left a few minutes later to fly patrol around Spanbrook. Jezebel asked Allure to switch off with her that night, while Sage and Semblant maintained the air patrol over the army.

They continued their march the next day, finally reaching Castle Monroe a little after sunset. Alanna and Leda came running outside to meet them, and Allison felt tears welling up in her eyes as she hugged them. They told Allison and Jezebel all about their stay here as the four of them went inside.

“Emma has finally agreed to marry Arthur Asterly!” said Alanna.

“She decided since we’ve been forced to flee the castle, it hardly matters where they live anymore,” Leda added.

“And with the whole world practically collapsing around us, she realized how short and precious life is, and she doesn’t want to waste another minute of it,” Alanna said.

“You’ve been spying on her again!” Jezebel said.

“Maybe…” Leda said. “But it was Alanna’s idea!”

“You agreed to it!”

“Incorrigible,” Allison muttered, failing to suppress a grin.

The provincial minister greeted them in the courtyard, and escorted them into the great hall for dinner. They sat down at the head table with the minister and his family, Carlo, and Yolanda. Susan and James from Rockport sat next to Alanna and Leda. James seemed more comfortable than he had been in Spanbrook, talking and laughing with the others. Allison suspected their girls had had something to do with this, Alanna in particular.

After dinner, the minister’s steward showed Allison and Jezebel to their chambers. Alanna and Leda had an adjoining room, so they spent a few hours catching up with them before turning in for the night.

Allure came to wake Allison in the middle of the night; it was Allison’s turn to fly patrol around Spanbrook. Allison put on her leather armor, but when she slipped out of their chambers, closing the door behind her, Allure said, “Your Highness, I’d like to discuss something with you before you go.”

“Of course,” she said. “But please, don’t call me that. My name is Allison.”

Allure nodded, flashing her a smile. “As you wish.”

“Let’s go downstairs, though. I don’t want to wake Jezebel or the girls.”

The two of them went to the great hall.

“It will take us at least thirteen days to get everyone to Stoutwall on foot,” Allure began. “We can do what we did to transport Blacksand’s troops to Spanbrook, but with fifteen thousand people this time, it wouldn’t be much quicker than walking.”

“It would stagger their arrival over those thirteen days, though,” said Allison, “instead of having nobody there until the last day.”

“Yes, but that’s not good enough—the elves could have their entire army there in a day. But there may be a way we can transport thousands of people per trip instead of hundreds.”

“How?” Allison said.

“By combining our power,” said Allure. “After seeing Dredmort’s wraiths hide an entire army with an invisibility spell fifteen years ago, we tried it at the university. Not with an army, but four of us working together managed to cover a field large enough for one with our spell. It would be completely different doing it with void magic, but I think I may be able to adapt the spells.”

“We’ll have to try it at some point,” Allison said.

“How about now?” Allure said. “Semblant and Sage are nearby—they’re taking care of the air patrol around the castle—and most of the troops are sound asleep. It’ll only take a few minutes, and none of them will ever know.”

Allison nodded. “Why not?”

Allure led her outside. They found Semblant and Sage, and headed out to the field where the army was camped. Allure told them what she was thinking.

“That’s smart,” Sage said. “I doubt we’ll be able to do it with all fifteen thousand of them at once, though.”

“So do I, but it’s worth a shot,” Allure said.

Allure let the soldiers on watch know what they were planning. Then the sorcerers spread out, taking positions at the four corners surrounding the army, keeping in touch with Allure by mirror. Once they were ready, Allure started her spell. It involved drawing power from the other three, so they had to open their channels of power and allow her to siphon it from them. Allison could feel her magic flowing into Allure, but sure enough, it wasn’t enough for so many people.

Once they’d repositioned themselves around only two-thirds of the troops, Allure tried again. But this also proved to be too much. They tried again with five thousand, and this time it worked. Allison felt an enormous surge of power, and suddenly, their section of the camp vanished with an earsplitting pop. Allure gathered her strength for a moment, then reversed the spell to bring them back.

“I’m impressed,” said Sage once they’d returned to the castle. “I’d never considered trying this with void magic.”

“I tethered them to myself, but all four of us would have to fly together for this to work,” she explained. “It would take the same amount of power to release them from the void.”

“That would mean leaving the rest of the army unprotected from thaumaturgic attack,” said Allison. “But you wouldn’t need the same four sorcerers to release them, would you?”

“No, I wouldn’t,” she confirmed. “As long as Shatter’s there when we arrive, he could help, allowing one of us to stay behind.”

“If the three of us fly on the same carpet, we could get there much faster, too,” said Sage. “It should be about a six-hour trip each way for one of us, but we could probably cut that in half with three of us calling air.”

“With three trips, we’ll be looking at about eighteen hours total,” said Allure. “A lot better than ten days.”

“I’ll present this idea to Her Highness in the morning,” said Allison, “but I’m sure she’ll approve.”

Allison flew back to Spanbrook to maintain the air patrol. She found the enemy army exactly where it had been before. Nothing had changed by morning, and Allison returned to the castle.

She woke Jezebel, and told her about their little experiment during the night. Jezebel approved the plan wholeheartedly. “We’ll have to ask Imani and Amari to alert the troops. I’m sure the vast majority of them have never moved into the void before—that could be quite alarming without the proper notice.”

“No doubt.”

Allison contacted Prince Augustine’s steward, explained what they were planning to do, and that they’d need Shatter’s help once they arrived there each time. He assured her he would present the idea to him and convey his response as quickly as possible.

Jezebel heard from Khaldun a few minutes later. He reported that they’d reached their destination safely, but were still working on the chieftain. She told him about their plan to fly everyone to Stoutwall. Right after that, Augustine’s steward contacted them to say that Shatter would be ready and waiting to assist.

Allison contacted Battleaxe next, and told her what they were planning. She could do the same thing with Cyclone, Mist, and Legion, then leave Legion behind while the other three flew to Stoutwall. Unsurprisingly, Battleaxe loved the idea, and told her she knew the spells Allure had used to combine their power.

After breakfast, Jezebel held a privy council meeting in the great hall. In addition to the two princesses, Imani and Amari were present, as well as Emma, the local minister, the delegates, Camilla and Gregor, Sage, Prince Carlo, and Princess Yolanda.

“Good morning, everyone,” Jezebel said, gazing around at them. “As you all know by now, Nyro herself has taken Castle Barclay. Their army has shown no sign of pursuing us. Despite our offer to bring her here, Princess Jelena has insisted upon remaining in Rockport, and she reports no additional activity there. The elves’ occupying force remains, but no additional ships have arrived.”

“Is that something we’re expecting?” Camilla asked.

“It’s nothing more than a hunch,” said Jezebel. “I am surprised that the elves have not pursued us thus far, and we’ve tried to imagine a reason for it. They must know we’re making for Stoutwall—us and Keepstone’s people. It’s our next logical course of action, and on top of that, we have reason to believe that they’ve replaced the carpets we destroyed.”

“Meaning they probably have someone flying an air patrol to keep track of our movements,” said Sage.

“Yes, and Keepstone’s,” said Jezebel. “They will face the armies of Blacksand, Spanbrook, Keepstone, and the Bastion in addition to Augustine’s forces in Stoutwall. We have fifteen thousand troops who survived Spanbrook, plus the remaining five thousand from our southern provinces, for a total of twenty thousand. Together, Keepstone and the Bastion will bring another ten thousand. And Stoutwall has a standing army of twenty thousand, giving us a total of fifty thousand soldiers, a third of them completely fresh.”

“Meanwhile, the elves will have roughly fourteen thousand from Spanbrook,” said Allison, “and about half of that from Keepstone, for a total of twenty-one thousand.”

“They must be waiting for additional troops to arrive,” said Gregor. “That’s the reason for the delay. We might have lost the battles, but we hurt them worse than they expected, and they’re bringing in reinforcements.”

“That’s what we believe,” said Allison. “And at this point, it would make the most sense for them to land in Northcoast. That would provide the best launching point for an army headed to Stoutwall.”

“We have been in touch with Northcoast, and so far, no ships have arrived,” said Emma. “So we should be able to beat them to Stoutwall.”

“Right now, our forces outnumber theirs more than two to one,” said Jezebel. “But we have no way of knowing how many troops they might be bringing. It could be a force large enough to match ours.”

“We will also have eleven sorcerers fighting for us,” said Allison. “The three of us from Spanbrook, the six from the university, plus Legion and Shatter. Not to mention at least as many normal mages. We have not seen all of the Sacred Circle yet, but we have to expect that all twelve of them will participate in Stoutwall.”

“This will give us roughly equal numbers,” said Jezebel. “Every elf on the battlefield can wield basic magic, but all of our troops will be wearing enchanted armor, and we’ve already shown that neutralizes their advantage. The elvish mages are much more powerful than our sorcerers, but our people held their own in Spanbrook and Keepstone.”

“The problem is that it’s a thirteen days’ march from here to Stoutwall, at least,” said Prince Carlo. “And with this many people, I’m not sure transporting five hundred at a time will get us all there much faster than that. Meanwhile, the elves can be there in a day.”

“We’ve found a solution for that,” said Jezebel. “Working together, our sorcerers will be able to transport everyone—all fifteen thousand of us—in three trips. It will take about eighteen hours altogether.”

Several people expressed surprise or disbelief at this news.

“I’m sorry, Your Highness,” said Yolanda, “but we’ve lost every battle. Perhaps not as convincingly as we might have, but we’ve still lost our princedoms. They’ve destroyed our castles, and slaughtered twice as many of our people as we have theirs. And on top of that, we haven’t encountered Nyro in battle yet. If this war is to be decided in Stoutwall, as you seem to be suggesting, then we can count on her making an appearance there. Even if we can get everyone there as quickly as you say, I’m not convinced it will be enough.”

Allison desperately wanted to tell them about the dragons, but she’d discussed this with Jezebel, and they’d decided to keep that to themselves. For one thing, it was far from certain that they could count on the dragon lords’ help, and they didn’t want to get anyone’s hopes up. But more than that, they wanted to make sure word of the dragons didn’t make its way back to Nyro. The beasts were impervious to magic, and just four of them had nearly cost them their victory in Highgate fifteen years ago. Heaven knew what kind of damage an entire crash could inflict on an enemy.

“We are waiting to see if we’re right about more ships arriving,” said Jezebel. “If they do, Princess Salerna is prepared to send her army to Stoutwall, along with Azure. That would provide us with an additional twenty-five thousand troops. And if we lose in Stoutwall, we can still fall back to Highgate.”

“It will not come to that,” said Allison. “I am confident we will prevail in Stoutwall. We know what to expect now. These initial battles have exposed their strengths and weaknesses—as well as our own. And while I am not at liberty to reveal anything more, we may well have a few additional tricks up our sleeve this time.” Jezebel squeezed her hand, giving her a warning glance. “That’s all I’ll say, I promise,” she added, and the others chuckled.

“Today we will fly to Stoutwall,” Jezebel said. “Our sorcerers will begin transporting our people using their carpets and void magic this morning. And in Stoutwall, we will claim victory!”


Chapter 23
Magna


Khaldun and Mira flew all day, landing in the forest somewhere between the rivers Torsa and Mayne to camp the first night. The next day, they continued their flight, reaching the dragon lords’ aeries just after nightfall. They’d encountered a few dragons in the mountains, and they escorted them to the castle. Landing in the courtyard, they found the young dragon rider, Kashi, waiting for them.

“Greetings, my friends,” he said, “and thank you for coming. Please, come inside.”

Khaldun tucked his carpet into the void, and they followed the man into the great hall. He invited them to sit at the head table, then lit a few torches in their sconces on the walls and hurried off.

“What’s going on?” Mira whispered.

Khaldun only shrugged.

Kashi returned a minute later with a carafe of wine and three glasses, setting them on the table. “Chieftain Lavinia will be with you shortly,” he said, before leaving again.

Khaldun and Mira sat quietly. A few minutes later, Lavinia arrived, sitting down at the head table and pouring them each a glass of wine. She sat back in her chair, taking a few sips, regarding them in silence.

Khaldun cleared his throat. “My lady, you said you were having a problem with your dragons?”

Lavinia finished her wine and poured herself more. “They refuse to take a rider. Every last one of them. For several days now. The rest of the clans have demanded that I bring Lady Mira here to see if she can resolve our little issue.”

“I’m sorry, but I don’t understand,” said Mira. “Why would they want me here?”

Lavinia took a long drink of wine. “Magna has shown me a vision of you. It’s exactly as my father described his dream.”

“Do you think your father shared that with Magna?” Khaldun asked.

“No. I’m beginning to suspect my father never had that dream in the first place.”

“You think he made it all up?” Mira asked, confused.

“I think Magna was the one who had the prophetic dream,” said Lavinia. “And he shared it with my father, not the other way around. He’s also shown me the vision of Anoria burning and all the princedoms falling.”

“Your father’s second prophetic dream?” Mira asked.

“Magna’s, if I’m right,” Lavinia said, taking a deep breath. “And the dragon has shown me more visions. The first depicted all of our people and dragons lying dead in our aeries.” Lavinia shook her head. “Including me and Magna. The final one showed me Magna leading our entire crash into battle… with you on his back,” she added, locking eyes with Mira.

“I’ve never heard of dragons having prophetic visions,” Khaldun said with a frown.

Lavinia laughed, but it was short and harsh and expressed no joy. “No, neither have I. And I chose to ignore it at first. Dragons feel emotions at least as deeply as we do. Magna’s upset about my father’s passing—which is to be expected. The two were inseparable for his entire life. Losing him has unsettled him, I figured, nothing more.

“Only then, the other dragons started showing their riders the same visions. It seems when Magna failed to get through to me, he shared his dreams with the others. The riders came to me, asking what it all meant. I encouraged them to ignore the visions, too.

“But after that, the dragons started refusing to take a rider. Every last one of them. And whenever we try to ride them, they keep showing us their visions, over and over again. Finally, my people demanded that I bring you here.”

“What can I do?” Mira asked.

Lavinia laughed again. “Try communicating with Magna, I suppose. See if you can talk some sense into him.”

“My lady, the invasion of Anoria has begun, and it is going poorly,” Mira told her. “The elves have destroyed Rockport, Blacksand, Oldport, and Keepstone, and captured Castle Barclay in Spanbrook. We are falling back to Stoutwall to join with Prince Augustine’s forces and make what may prove to be our final stand.”

“The end of the world is upon us,” Khaldun muttered.

“Your dragons could help us turn this around,” Mira said.

Lavinia finished her wine. “As I’ve told the others, it’s nothing but sadness on Magna’s part. He longs for the connection he shared with my father, but understands he’s gone. Meeting you brought this on. He had some dream about a wayfarer woman years ago, and now he thinks that you could be his new rider. That he could find the same connection with you he shared with my father.”

“That doesn’t explain how he foresaw the downfall of Anoria,” Khaldun said.

“I will not lead our dragons into war,” Lavinia said, suddenly standing up. “Nor will I allow anyone else to do so. This is the only remaining crash on the entire continent. Leading them is my birthright, and I will not see them go extinct.”

“They are impervious to magic,” Mira said. “And our weapons cannot hurt them. I doubt a single one of them would die in battle. But they could change the outcome of this war.”

Lavinia opened her mouth to reply, but stopped, shaking her head again. “Come with me.”

She strode out of the hall, and Khaldun and Mira followed her. Outside the castle, visible in the moonlight, Mira spotted dozens of her people perched around the building’s perimeter—apparently, they’d been listening in on their conversation.

Lavinia led them down the steep path to the basin, and the others followed, more emerging from their caverns along the way. By the time they reached the plateau overlooking the giant bowl in the rock, an entire crowd had gathered.

Khaldun waited with the others as Lavinia led Mira down the steps to the basin’s floor. There were no dragons this time, and Mira wasn’t sure why they’d come down here. Lavinia cupped her hands to her mouth and made a trilling sound that echoed off the mountainside. A moment later, a dragon’s roar answered her call.

Magna flew into view, soaring once around the basin before landing only yards away. He took a few steps toward them, lowering his head. Lavinia patted him on the snout.

“Here she is, you old codger,” she said.

Magna sniffed Mira, nudging her with his nose. Mira reached out and stroked him, still not comfortable being this close to the mighty beast. Magna made a low purring noise that she felt more than heard.

Suddenly, Mira saw a vision of her riding the dragon, the others flying in formation behind them. The power of it felt like a knife stabbing her in the head, and she cried out in pain.

“Mira!” Khaldun called out.

“I’m all right,” she replied.

“He’s communicating with you?” Lavinia asked.

“Yes,” Mira said, and Lavinia sighed.

Focusing on the dragon, Mira formed an image in her mind of the battle in Spanbrook, the elves driving their forces away. After a moment, Magna fed the same vision back to her, this time with her on his back flying high above the battle, and him raining fire down on the elves.

“Magna wants to fight for us in this war,” Mira told Lavinia. “He’s shown me as much.”

“Aye, he’s shown me, too, but I will not allow it.”

Magna reared, startling Mira, raised his head to the sky, and roared. Dozens of dragons answered his call. Mira spotted a few of them circling the basin high above. One of them swooped in, perching on the stone wall along the basin’s perimeter. Another landed across from him, and within minutes, a dozen of the beasts formed a ring around them.

Magna roared again, and this time it sounded almost like a wolf’s howl. One by one, the others joined him, raising their heads to the stars and adding their voices to his. The entire mountainside rang with their song.

Lavinia gazed around at them, shaking her head in disbelief. “They’re declaring you their leader.”

“That cannot be,” said Mira. “I’m no dragon lord! I’ve never even ridden one. We came to ask for your help, not to replace you, you have my word!”

The dragons stopped their song as one. Magna lowered his head in front of Mira until his lower jaw was touching the ground. He dropped one wing and shoulder, too, and Lavinia said, “He wants you to ride him.”

Mira’s heart jumped into her throat. “I-I can’t,” she stammered. “What if I fall off?” She thought of the straps she used on Khaldun’s carpet, and realized she had no idea how dragon riders managed to stay on their mounts. The one they’d seen in Highgate hadn’t had any kind of saddle or anything.

“He won’t let you fall, my lady,” Lavinia assured her. “They have the balance of a cat, and adjust their flight to ensure their riders are safe.”

“All right,” Mira said, taking a steadying breath. She couldn’t believe she was about to do this.

“Hold onto this spine here,” Lavinia told her, “and place one foot right there in the wing joint.” Mira did as she said, and the chieftain gave her a boost. “Now reach up to the next row of spines and haul yourself onto his back, right between the shoulder blades.”

Mira clambered up, finding it easier than she thought it would be. She settled herself where Lavinia had indicated, finding a ridge running down his middle, with a little hollow in that area that felt almost like a saddle. Magna raised his head and roared, and Mira held onto his spines for dear life.

Magna took a few steps, beating his enormous wings, and the next thing she knew, Mira was soaring over the valley far below. She rose and fell with his wing beats, feeling weightless for a moment each time he reached for his next stroke. They climbed higher and soared through the mountains. There was no shield spell to block the wind the way there was on a carpet, but the air flowed around the beast’s neck in a way that kept it out of her face.

Mira heard other dragons roaring. Peering over one shoulder, she realized a dozen more riders had followed them. Magna caught an updraft, suspending them in place with his wings fully extended. The others flew around him, their riders whooping victoriously.

It would seem Mira had solved their problem, after all.

Magna went into a dive, his wings folded at his sides, and Mira screamed. She was completely weightless, and it felt like she might go tumbling right over his head. But Magna showed her a vision of her using her legs to hold herself in place. Mira squeezed her thighs against his back and screamed again, but didn’t fall.

After a few minutes, Magna brought them back to the aeries, landing in the basin. Someone was there waiting for them, but it wasn’t Lavinia—the chieftain was nowhere to be seen. Magna lowered his head and wing, and Mira climbed off, feeling a little unsteady on her feet when she landed. The other dragons dropped off their riders, and perched once again along the basin’s rim, their wings extended.

“That was incredible,” Kashi said, rushing over to her. “I’ve never heard of a dragon sire taking a new rider after a leader’s death!”

“Where did Lavinia go?” Mira asked, afraid of the answer.

Kashi’s expression grew serious. “This is a lot for her to take in. She grew up expecting Uriah to become chieftain one day.”

“Her brother?”

Kashi nodded. “After his death, it took her a long time to accept the idea that she would become leader. Yet now, with her father’s passing, it seems she may not, after all. And seeing Magna take another rider…” He shrugged, taking a deep breath. “She will come around. Give her some time.”

“Listen, I truly do not intend to take Lavinia’s place,” said Mira. “I can’t. I have a family and a home, and it’s not here. We’ve got to find a way to win this war and reclaim what is ours. You and your dragons can help us do that, but then, that’s it. I won’t stay here.”

“You must, Lady Mira,” he said. “From this day forth, you are our chieftain. The dragons have made their wishes clear.”

Kashi showed Khaldun and Mira up to the same cavern where they’d stayed last time. He started a fire while she set up their tent, then they sat together, eating from the provisions they’d brought.

“This situation is impossible,” Mira said with a sigh. “I’m no dragon lord, and I can’t be their chieftain.”

Khaldun shrugged. “I don’t see how you can avoid it. The dragons chose you.”

“But we’re going to return to Spanbrook when this is done. I can’t stay here!”

“The dragons can come with us.”

“That’s not funny,” she said, rolling her eyes.

“I’m serious. You and I could live in the estate in the northern hills. That area would be perfect for them.”

Mira tried to imagine the chaos it would cause with Spanbrook’s major landowners to have dragons flying about, feeding on their livestock.

“It’s late now, but we’ll have to check in with Jezebel in the morning and let her know what’s going on here,” he said.

“Don’t tell her anything yet,” said Mira. “Lavinia hasn’t agreed to anything. I’ve got to find a way to convince Magna to help us without making me their leader. Once he accepts that, then we should be able to convince Lavinia. I’m sure she’ll be glad to assist in exchange for remaining chieftain.”

“I’ve got to let Jezebel know we made it safely, at least,” said Khaldun.

“Yes, yes, of course. Tell her that their dragons have refused to take a rider, but don’t say anything about them making me their leader. Just say that we’re still trying to convince Lavinia to help us.” Khaldun raised his eyebrows at her. “What? That’s the truth!”

“Very well, my lady,” he said.

“Oh, it’s ‘my lady,’ is it?” she said, giving him a little push. “Fine, my lord.” Khaldun chuckled. “It is interesting that Magna was the one who had the prophetic vision about me, not Vano.”

“It does explain a lot,” he said with a nod. “He was foreseeing his connection to you. So it was sympathetic magic echoing through time, not thaumaturgic.”

“That makes sense,” said Mira. “I’m invisible to thaumaturgic prophecy, so I didn’t understand how Vano could have seen me that way.”

“We should tell Sage about this when we see her again. I wouldn’t be surprised if this is the first case of a dragon prophecy in recorded history.”

The next morning, Khaldun and Mira ate breakfast with Lavinia and the other clan leaders in the great hall. The chieftain said nothing to them during the meal, but when they were done, invited Khaldun and Mira to stay behind.

Once the others had left, she said, “I have considered the situation, and I cannot allow you to take the mantle of leadership from me. My family has led the dragon lords for generations, and there is no reason to break that tradition now. Magna is going through some sort of crisis, and I’m sure he’ll get over it in time.”

“Chieftain Lavinia, let me assure you again that I have no intention of supplanting you,” said Mira. “If I can convince Magna that I cannot join your people, and he accepts you as the leader, what would happen to him?”

“My dragon would become sire,” said Lavinia. “And Magna would occupy a place of honor among our people and in his crash for the rest of his days.”

“If I can get him to agree to that, would you consider coming to our aid?”

Lavinia took a deep breath. “It is clear my father intended to do so,” she muttered. “Yes. My people and our dragons will help you save the continent. But only with me as their leader.”

Mira left the castle with Khaldun, and they found Kashi waiting outside for them. “How did that go?” Mira described her exchange with Lavinia. He sighed.

“Can you teach me how to call Magna?” she asked.

“Yes, of course.”

Kashi led them up to a plateau overlooking the castle. He brought his hands to his lips, making a sound similar to the one Lavinia had used to call Magna. Moments later, a dragon swooped into view. “See? Here’s Darkwing. I’ve let her know I was only showing you how to make the call.” The dragon flew away again. “Most of us can call only our own dragon. They respond to the sound of our voices. But I summoned her with my thoughts as well. As chieftain, Lavinia can call the entire crash if she wants. And because the dragons have chosen you as their leader, you possess that ability as well.”

“Lavinia was still able to call Magna last night, though,” Mira said.

“Yes. The dragons understand that she has not conceded the mantle of leadership to you yet. They will continue to answer her call as well as yours.”

“I don’t want to summon the entire the entire crash,” said Mira. “How do I call Magna by himself?”

“Make the call, and focus only on him,” said Kashi. “Keep the call short, too. A longer one would be used to summon the entire crash.”

Mira tried it, and sure enough, Magna flew into view a minute later. He showed her a vision of her riding him across the valley, but Mira didn’t want to fly right now. She imagined him landing next to them on the plateau. Moments later, the dragon did just that. He lowered his head and sniffed her.

“I need to talk to you,” Mira said out loud, stroking his snout. In her mind, she formed an image of Lavinia riding her dragon, leading the entire crash into battle in Stoutwall. The dragon squawked. He sent the same picture back to her, but with Mira riding him in the lead position.

Mira sighed. She tried several more times to convince him to accept her version of the image, but he refused. Next, she showed him an image of her with Khaldun, Jezebel, Allison, and their daughters at Castle Barclay. Magna modified that vision to include him and the rest of the dragons soaring high above Spanbrook.

“I don’t seem to be getting anywhere,” Mira said to Khaldun and Kashi. “He will accept only his version of coming events.”

“Dragons are even more stubborn than chieftains,” Kashi said with a knowing smile. “I have spoken to the other clan leaders, and they are unanimous in their support for you. But they will not take any action until Lavinia agrees to step down.”

“Which means we’re stuck here,” said Khaldun. “Neither the chieftain nor the sire will budge.”

“Give Lavinia a little more time,” said Kashi. “Everyone else realizes the outcome here is inevitable. We must come to your aid to save ourselves. Lavinia doesn’t want the dragons to die out, and deep inside, she must already realize there is only one path that leads to their salvation. Her mind will catch up with her heart eventually.”

Mira heaved a sigh. “If that doesn’t happen soon, there won’t be much left to save.”


Chapter 24
Stoutwall


Jezebel wanted to leave someone behind with a mirror in Spanbrook so they could keep an eye on the elvish army there. Camilla volunteered. She already had a mirror connected to Allison’s and Jezebel’s, so Allison flew her to the Barclay farm. The witch knew the area well enough to find vantage points where she could monitor the enemy while staying hidden. Allison embraced her and wished her luck, then returned to Monroe.

The combined armies of Spanbrook and Blacksand prepared to depart. General Amari separated them into three groups. Allure, Semblant, Sage, and Allison took their positions around the first group, and Allure cast her spell. Drawing power from the other three, she tucked the entire group into the void.

Allison was staying behind to guard the remaining troops, and Jezebel was going to take Alanna, Leda, Susan, and James with the others to Stoutwall. So Allison embraced her and her daughters, and wished them a safe flight. Allure sat down in the middle of her carpet’s front edge, while Semblant and Sage took the rear corners. The others took their seats among them, and they took off, shooting into the sky.

Allison conferred with Amari for a moment. He was going to have the rest of their people move out and start marching for Stoutwall to cut the travel time of the next carpet trip as much as possible. Pulling her own carpet out of the void, Allison sat down and launched into the air.

The others returned only a little over five hours later. Allure explained that in addition to the three sorcerers, Jezebel, Alana, and Leda had called air, too, making the flight that much faster.

Allison landed to rest for a little while as they prepared the next group. Once the other sorcerers had taken off again, she returned to the sky, flying circles around their people on the ground. At one point, she flew over to Spanbrook and back, but the elvish forces there were maintaining their position.

The other sorcerers returned again, and the third group got ready to depart. Allison tucked her own carpet into the void, then boarded Allure’s once everyone was ready. They shot into the sky, and with the four of them calling air, made it to Stoutwall only a few hours after nightfall.

Allison had never been here before, and found the view of the giant waterfall spilling into Rhun Lake in the light of the twin moons breathtaking.

Augustine had built his palace on the lake, right behind his castle. Allison spotted him on the patio at the rear of the palace, recognizing him only by his crown. Standing nearby was the largest sorcerer she’d ever seen. This had to be Shatter. Allure set them down in the meadow behind the palace, and Augustine came to meet them, Shatter right behind him.

“Princess Allison,” he said, taking her hand and kissing the back of it. “It is such a pleasure to finally meet you.”

“Likewise, Your Highness,” she said. She wanted to berate him for addressing her that way, but held her tongue.

He introduced Shatter, but the sorcerer only nodded, without saying a word.

Much of the area surrounding the palace and castle was crowded with the people from their first two trips, as well as the troops from Keepstone. Allison wondered where Stoutwall’s army was camped, and guessed they must be out beyond the castle.

“Give us a moment, and then you can release your passengers from the void,” said Augustine.

“Of course,” said Allison.

Shatter turned, walking away a few steps. He held his arms out to his sides, and his hands began to glow. Allison wasn’t sure what he was doing, but suddenly, there was a popping sound, deafeningly loud, and the palace vanished. Shatter had tucked the entire building into the void. Allison had never seen anyone do this with a structure so large. It’s absence left only bare earth. Combined with the meadow, there was now more than enough space for the rest of their people.

Drawing power from Allison, Semblant, and Sage, Allure cast the spell to release their people from the void. There was a tremendous popping sound, and five thousand people appeared, nearly filling the remaining space.

Augustine invited the sorcerers to join them in the castle, and headed off with Shatter. Allison followed them with the other three, but grasped Allure by the arm and held her back. “How was Shatter able to tuck that entire monstrosity of a palace into the void on his own?”

“He tethered it in place rather than to himself,” said Allure. “That doesn’t take nearly as much power. You could have done it, too.”

Allison nodded. Though her power had grown by leaps and bounds over the years, she’d used void magic primarily to conceal her weapons. She hadn’t spent much time trying to use it on larger objects.

Though she’d never been here, Allison was intimately familiar with the castle. Augustine had provided them its plans when they were designing Castle Barclay. They crossed the bridge over the moat, moving through the gates into the courtyard. Augustine escorted them into the keep.

Shatter left, but the prince led them into the great hall. Jezebel, Alanna, and Leda came running when they spotted Allison. She hugged them tight, tears of joy slipping down her cheeks.

Augustine had had his people prepare a hot meal for the new arrivals, so they sat down to eat. The prince didn’t stay long, instead saying goodnight and retiring to his chambers.

“Where are Battleaxe and the others from Keepstone?” Allison asked Jezebel.

“You just missed them. They dropped off their second group and took off again maybe a half hour ago. Keepstone is half again as far from here as Spanbrook.”

Once she’d eaten, Jezebel and the girls showed Allison up to their chambers. They had adjoining rooms, Alanna and Leda in one, and Allison and Jezebel in the other. Allison was exhausted, and fell asleep right away. But noises drifting in through the window awakened her in the morning. It looked like it was only a little after dawn. Gazing out the windows, she saw that the sorcerers from Keepstone had arrived with their final group.

Alanna and Leda were still sound asleep, so Jezebel and Allison got dressed quietly and headed downstairs to greet the newcomers. Battleaxe, Mist, Cyclone, and Legion were just entering the keep when they reached the entry hall. Allison and Jezebel welcomed them, then Battleaxe said, “Is dinner ready? I’m starving!”

“Dinner?” Allison said with a chuckle. “Breakfast perhaps.”

“Dinner for us,” Battleaxe retorted. “We’re behind a few meals.”

They moved into the great hall, where they found Prince Augustine, Prince Leto, Prince Carlo, and Princess Yolanda seated at the head table with their respective mages. Legion went to join them, but Jezebel and Allison sat down at one of the other tables with the three university sorcerers. Allure and Sage walked in and joined them moments later.

“I know Semblant’s not exactly a social being,” said Battleaxe, “but where are Khaldun and Mira?”

Allison caught Jezebel’s gaze, and she nodded. “They’ve gone to see the dragon lords, trying once again to enlist them in this fight.”

“We sure could use a few dragons, knowing what’s coming,” Mist muttered.

“What was it like fighting alongside Legion?” Allison asked. “I’ve heard they’re formidable.”

“The stories are true,” said Battleaxe. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“Let’s just say they’re worth five or six sorcerers in battle,” Cyclone said.

The staff served their meal, and brought ale for the three sorcerers who’d arrived from Keepstone.

“Alcohol with breakfast,” Allison said with a shiver. “The thought alone makes me ill.”

“Dinner, Your Highness,” Battleaxe said with a grin, taking a swig. Allison bristled at the honorific, but forced herself to take a deep breath.

They ate in silence, then exchanged stories about the battles they’d fought so far.

“They didn’t use pots of fire in Keepstone,” Cyclone said. “Scream tried getting our soldiers to turn on each other, but Legion did a great job of canceling her spells. Of course, Battleaxe tried to kill me before I canceled Scream’s magic.”

“Did not,” said Battleaxe. “I was only trying to scare you.”

“It worked,” Cyclone muttered.

“Typhoon was the most effective one we faced,” said Mist. “Once she figured out that her twisters wouldn’t affect the troops, she brought in hail the size of melons. Crushed people’s skulls right through their helmets with that.”

“What about Comet?” asked Jezebel.

“She didn’t do anything special,” said Cyclone. “I’m sure she would have if their goal had been to take the castle like it was in Spanbrook. It would have been easy for her to get inside.”

“We didn’t manage to kill a single one of those bastards,” Battleaxe said with a frown. “Wasn’t from a lack of trying, though.”

“It wouldn’t have mattered if you did,” said Allure. “They just reanimate another body.”

“You killed one?” Mist said.

“Semblant tore Xythor’s head off,” Allure told her. “And Allison cut Gnasher’s throat in single combat.”

“You’re joking,” said Battleaxe.

“No, it’s true,” said Allison. “I was pretty confident I could do it. Now we know for sure.”

“Damn,” Battleaxe said, gulping the rest of her ale. “I went against Typhoon and lost. Twice. Khaldun saved me the first time back in Oldport, and this one got my ass out of there the second time outside of Keepstone,” she said, bumping her shoulder against Cyclone. “I don’t think I’ll be trying it again.”

“Jezebel and Mira killed all six of the Sacred Circle members in Spanbrook,” Allure said. Allison felt pride swelling within her.

“How?” Mist said, her eyes wide.

“Our soldiers delivered the death blows,” said Jezebel. “But Mira and I brought down their carpets when they were dropping those pots.”

“Xythor disappeared when I banished him,” said Allure, “but Gnasher reformed immediately and took another body. That shouldn’t be possible, but it must mean Nyro’s found a way to bind them to her.”

“How?” said Cyclone. “She’s a demon herself, now. Even from inside an elvish body, that shouldn’t work, should it?”

“No,” Allure agreed. “Elves can’t perform necromancy or interact with demons. We don’t understand how she’s doing it.”

After breakfast, the staff cleared the tables, and Augustine used the great hall for their council meeting. With all the visiting royals and their advisers, he explained there was no room in the council chambers. The prince started by inviting Jezebel and Leto to provide his people with accounts of the battles in their princedoms.

Shatter had sat to the prince’s left, and Allison caught him staring at her several times, and not only when Jezebel was speaking. She wasn’t sure why. He was an ugly man. But if the stories were true, he could crush an enemy’s skull with one fist. She’d be happy to have him by her side in battle.

“Our lookouts in Keepstone and Spanbrook report that the elves are still there,” Augustine said when they were done. “However, we now know that they can transport entire armies by carpet. They could arrive in Stoutwall with only a few hours’ warning.

“We believe they are waiting for additional forces to arrive on the continent before attacking here. Their most likely landing point would be Northcoast, but our contact there has yet to see any ships.

“Highgate has a standing army of twenty-five thousand. Princess Salerna will keep five thousand there regardless, but twenty thousand could come to our aid. However, the princess is understandably reluctant to send them until we know for sure where any additional elvish forces are headed. And we won’t know that for sure until they get where they’re going. It’s possible they could go to Highgate.”

“And if they do come here, it would then take all of our sorcerers three hours to transport ten thousand troops from Highgate here, if they work in two teams, transporting five thousand each,” said Jezebel. “Then they’d have to make a second trip for the rest.”

“Battleaxe and I can teach two of the others the necessary spells,” said Allure. “It would take some time, but we could start as soon as we’re done here. Then if the four of us each transport five thousand, and travel together, we could get all twenty thousand here in one trip.”

“That would also eliminate the need to remove more than four sorcerers from Stoutwall,” said Battleaxe. “And if the four of us were to fly to Highgate ahead of time, and wait there to see where the elvish reinforcements go, we could get Salerna’s people here in ninety minutes or so.”

“That is certainly more feasible,” said Augustine. “Let’s plan on doing it your way. Do we know how our people are doing with their, ah, special mission?” he asked Jezebel.

“We do not have a final answer, Your Highness,” she said. “But they believe they are making progress.”

“Very well,” Augustine said with a nod. “Once Lady Mira does arrive, we’ll want her to refrain from using her null around the castle. Regrettably, the battle in Spanbrook has shown us how easily the enemy can get their forces inside our walls. I have asked Shatter to put a shield spell in place to protect against a similar attack here. That should keep shapeshifters out as well as carpets, projectiles, and thaumaturgic attacks.”

“With all due respect, Your Highness,” said Battleaxe, “we’re going to want Shatter in the field. With the possible exception of Princess Allison, he is the most powerful sorcerer among us.”

“I agree, my lady,” said Augustine. “Shatter assures me our other mages will be able to keep the barrier in place once he has initiated it. With this many sorcerers participating in the battle, I believe we can spare them for this purpose.”

“With deference to Lord Shatter, he has yet to face the Sacred Circle,” said Allure. “I do not believe your mages will be strong enough to maintain the shield spell against their magic. We’ll need to have a sorcerer assist them.”

“I can do it,” said Cyclone. “I’ll need a position on the battlements to work my spells anyway. I can help keep the shield in place at the same time.”

Augustine glanced at Shatter; he nodded. “We agree,” the prince said. “That should conclude our business this morning. Let’s make the necessary preparations, and then there will be nothing left to do but wait.”

The meeting adjourned, and Allison headed outside with Allure, Battleaxe, and Semblant. Allure explained that Semblant insisted on going with her to Highgate, so he’d have to be the one to learn the new spells in addition to Allison. Once they’d crossed the moat, they headed out to Spanbrook’s camp. Allure took care of Semblant while Battleaxe taught Allison what to do.

Allison had no trouble channeling Battleaxe’s power into her void magic. It took Semblant a little longer to acquire the skill, but once he did, Allure let the army commanders know what they were planning so they could alert the troops. Once they’d had a chance to spread the word, Semblant proceeded to channel energy from the other sorcerers and tuck five thousand troops into the void. He released them, and then Allison took a turn. It proved to be much easier than she’d imagined.

She heard clapping behind her, and turned to see Jezebel watching her progress with Alanna and Leda. “Where would I be without my admirers,” she said, embracing them.

“We’ll miss you while you’re gone,” said Jezebel. “Please, be safe.”

“I will,” said Allison, “I promise. Let me know the moment you hear anything from Camilla, Keepstone, or Northcoast. Or from Khaldun and Mira, for that matter.”

Allison took off with Allure, Battleaxe, and Semblant on Allure’s carpet. With the four of them calling air, they made it to Highgate in no time. The army was camped on the plain below the city, and Azure was waiting for them on the keep roof. He escorted them inside, and took them to meet with Princess Salerna. They updated her on the plans in Stoutwall, and then Azure showed them to their chambers. Allison had a room with a view of the courtyard and the city beyond.

She spent most of the day in her chambers, checking in with Jezebel repeatedly. But the day wore on, and there had been no word from any of their lookouts. Just before sunset, there was a knock at her door. It was Battleaxe, inviting her to go find dinner somewhere in the city. Allison agreed; she was getting much too restless waiting in the castle.

Battleaxe told her she’d invited Allure and Semblant, too, but Semblant didn’t want to leave the castle. He despised cities, and there was nowhere to go outside Highgate’s walls, so he and Allure would be taking their meal in their chambers.

There was a tavern in the lower section of the city Battleaxe had come to favor during her last stay in Highgate, so they went there. The food was delicious, and they ended up staying quite late drinking.

Allison hadn’t checked in with Jezebel once from the tavern, so she contacted her the moment she’d reached her chambers. But there was still no news.

In the middle of the night, something roused her from a deep sleep. Opening her eyes, she realized it was her mirror. She lit the oil lamp with a thought, and grabbed the mirror to find Jezebel staring back at her.

“We’ve heard from Northcoast finally,” she said, fear in her eyes. “Hundreds of ships have been spotted. We don’t know for sure yet, but there could be as many as fifty thousand additional elvish warriors. The first ships are docking now, so we should know more soon.”

“It’ll take the better part of a day to get that many ships unloaded,” said Allison. “What about the armies in Spanbrook and Keepstone?”

“They’re breaking camp. We expect they’ll depart any time now.”

Allison was too nervous to go back to sleep. She went up to the keep roof and sat down, gazing out at the city. This is it, she thought, taking a deep breath. Anoria’s fate could be decided in the coming days.

She met Battleaxe, Allure, and Semblant in the great hall for breakfast, and gave them the news. After the meal, Jezebel contacted her again to report that the armies in Spanbrook and Keepstone had vanished. The ships in Northcoast continued to unload, and the elves had sent a regiment to destroy the palace. The prince had evacuated the moment the ships were spotted, so there were no casualties. But they had no army, only the prince’s guard, and they had gone with the royal family to their country estate.

“Now we wait,” said Allure.

Several more hours went by, and Jezebel reported that the armies from Spanbrook and Keepstone had arrived in Stoutwall, up the river from the castle. Their contact in Northcoast had stayed in the city in order to continue providing them with updates, but so far, their ships were still unloading.

Allison was preparing to venture out into the city for dinner with Battleaxe when she heard from Jezebel again. The ships in Northcoast had finally finished unloading. Their contact had given a final estimate of sixty thousand troops. They had disappeared, twenty thousand at a time.

“Mother of God,” Battleaxe muttered. “If they all go to Stoutwall, we’ll be facing eighty thousand elves.”

They reached the tavern, but Allison had lost her appetite. She and Battleaxe drank heavily instead. There was no way she’d be able to sleep, and Battleaxe felt the same, so the two of them went up to the keep roof to keep an eye on the plain below.

A few hours later, Jezebel contacted Allison to report that twenty thousand additional elvish troops had shown up in Stoutwall. Twenty minutes later, she told her that a second group of twenty thousand had arrived.

Allison had to remind herself to breathe as they waited to see where the final group would appear. Yet after an hour, it hadn’t turned up anywhere.

“I don’t like this,” said Battleaxe. “They could have gone somewhere else.”

“To what end?” asked Allison.

“Who knows? Maybe they’re going to station them somewhere to block our retreat.”

“We can fly our forces here if it comes to that,” said Allison.

Jezebel finally reported that a third group had appeared in Stoutwall, but they estimated that there were only ten thousand this time.

“Where did the rest go?” asked Battleaxe.

Before Allison could reply, she spotted something in the distance, out beyond Highgate’s army. “I think they’re here.”

Allison pulled her carpet out of the void, unfurling it on the roof. The two of them sat down on it and took off. Allison made them invisible as they soared over the city. She took them in low over the plain, shooting over Highgate’s camp. Sure enough, it was an elvish army that had appeared beyond them. She estimated there were about ten thousand of them.

After circling their camp a couple of times, they were unable to locate any of the Sacred Circle. They could be invisible, but Allison didn’t sense any active spells, either.

They returned to the castle and went to wake Princess Salerna. Ten minutes later, they accompanied her to her conference room, where they met Azure, Allure, Semblant, and the rest of Salerna’s advisers. Allison gave the others the news.

“Ten thousand troops and no one from the Sacred Circle?” said Azure. “I doubt they intend to attack here. They’ve brought only enough troops to ensure we don’t send any to Stoutwall.”

“I agree,” said Salerna, taking a deep breath. “I’m afraid we won’t be able to provide reinforcements, after all.”

“We understand completely, Your Highness,” said Allure. “Perhaps one of us should remain here, in case they do decide to attack. They may have some regular mages.”

“I appreciate the offer, but that won’t be necessary,” the princess replied. “You’re going to need everyone in Stoutwall. With none of the Sacred Circle present, Azure and the rest of our mages will have no trouble here.”

Salerna adjourned the meeting. She bade them farewell, wishing them luck. Azure escorted them up to the roof. Allison boarded Allure’s carpet with the other three, and they shot into the sky, heading back to Stoutwall.


Chapter 25
The Battle of Six Armies


Allison reached Stoutwall with Allure, Semblant, and Battleaxe as the sun cracked the eastern horizon. The combined armies of Spanbrook, Blacksand, Keepstone, the Bastion, and Stoutwall had already formed ranks in the fields to the north of the castle. Beyond them, the elvish armies stretched as far as the eye could see. They’d started forming their lines, but didn’t seem to be in any hurry. Allison felt hollow inside, icy fingers of dread creeping up her abdomen.

Allure landed in the courtyard, and Allison got to her feet, running toward the keep to go find Jezebel. But she nearly crashed into her before she reached the doors. Jezebel grabbed her by the arms, gazing into her eyes for a moment, then kissed her.

“Where are the girls?” Allison asked.

“In our chambers,” Jezebel told her. “I’ve got Emma watching them, and she knows she’s not to leave her post for any reason. Should it become necessary, she’s ready to evacuate them with Augustine’s family.”

“Perfect,” Allison said, kissing her again. “I want to go see them before this starts.”

The two of them ran inside, up to their third-floor chambers. Alanna and Leda were sitting by the window, staring out at what would soon be a battlefield. Allison hurried across the room, hugging them both.

“You will stay here, and do whatever Emma tells you to do, am I clear?”

“Yes, mother,” said Alanna, rolling her eyes. “We’ve already promised.”

“We did,” Leda said, nodding earnestly. “Three times already.”

“Augustine’s steward even showed us the way to the escape tunnel, just in case we have to evacuate,” Alanna said.

“It leads to a cave hidden inside a ridge in the forest,” Leda said.

Allison chuckled. “Very good. See that you keep your promise.” She hugged them once more, then departed with Jezebel.

They left the keep, crossed the courtyard, and made their way up the steps to the ramparts. Shatter was there with Cyclone and one of the court wizards. Allison spotted another wizard and two witches evenly spaced around the courtyard.

“We’ll be putting the shield in place in a few minutes,” Cyclone told them. “You can fly through it when you leave, but you won’t be able to get back in after that.”

“Thank you,” Allison said with a nod. Gazing out at the battlefield, her heart turned to ice. There were so many elves arrayed against them. With their numbers and greater physical size, their own force of fifty thousand looked small by comparison.

Jezebel squeezed her hand. “Don’t lose hope, my love. We may yet prevail.”

Allison sighed. “I wish I could see how.”

“I heard from Khaldun and Mira.” Allison snapped her gaze to hers. Jezebel was smiling from ear to ear.

“What did they say?”

“They left the dragon lords’ aeries a couple of hours ago,” she said, “heading here. With an entire crash of dragons.”

Allison screamed, bursting with joy. “That’s exactly what I needed to hear,” she said, kissing her. “As long as we can hold out until they arrive, we may have a chance. How many dragons are in the crash?”

“Mira said they have about a hundred in total,” Jezebel said, and Allison’s heart soared. “But don’t get too excited—about twenty are hatchlings, and too young to fly this far, let alone fight. They need to leave some of the mothers behind to look after them. And another dozen or so are too old to make the trip. But almost four dozen are coming here.”

Allison hugged her, tears of joy streaming down her cheek.

Shatter and Cyclone put their shield spell into place. The other mages added their own power to it, and Cyclone took over from Shatter. His greater power made the spell stronger than it would have been without him, but Cyclone was strong enough to maintain it at that level without him.

Shatter pulled his carpet out of the void and took off. Allison had to laugh; he was so big, the carpet looked more like a towel.

“I’d better get out there,” Allison said, kissing Jezebel once more. “I love you. Stay safe.”

“You too,” Jezebel said, squeezing her shoulder.

Allison stepped into an embrasure and dove off the wall as she removed her carpet from the void. Landing on it, she shot into the sky, making herself invisible. The sorcerers had linked their carpets, so she could see the others’ beacons zipping around over the battlefield. Only minutes later, horns sounded from the elvish formations, and drumbeats joined them. Their forward lines advanced.

There was a roar, and a giant bear charged into the elvish lines before they’d even reached the human armies. Semblant smashed soldiers beneath his paws, grabbing others in his jaws and tossing them across the field. A ghoul formed at the other end of the lines, stomping through their midst, incinerating individual elves as it went. Allison summoned a ghoul of her own, and sent it charging right up the middle of their formations, striking from the rear.

Despite all the chaos, the elves pressed ahead, engaging the humans moments later. The sound of metal against metal filled the air, along with the combatants’ grunts and battle cries.

Allison started throwing fire orbs, consuming a dozen elves at a time. Someone else joined her in the effort, and she knew it had to be either Sage or Shatter. Cyclone hurled fire tornadoes from her position on the ramparts, and they carved paths of destruction through the enemy lines.

A dense fog rolled onto the field, engulfing the forward formations. Lightning bolts started hitting random targets, cutting off the victims’ screams as they died. Someone started incinerating individual elves as they escaped Mist, and Allison figured that was probably Battleaxe.

Additional regiments moved into position behind the elves’ forward lines. One of the other sorcerers started hitting them with a spell Allison had never seen before. It seemed to turn bones to liquid, causing its victims to turn into blobs of jelly covered in elvish skin. She had a feeling Shatter had to be behind this; it seemed like something he would do. Allison flew in closer, opening her senses to the magic. Once she had it, she tried the spell herself, and succeeded in turning a dozen elves into wobbling masses.

Behind her, dozens of elves screamed. Allison turned to see a pack of giant wolves charging through their lines. Where the hell had they come from? Though many elves had fled out of their way, Allison realized they were illusions.

Allison circled high above the battlefield. Despite their barrage of thaumaturgic attacks, the elves kept coming like a tidal wave. There were so many of them, the sorcerers had barely made a dent.

Swooping in lower, Allison summoned another ghoul, sending it through the elves already blinded by Mist’s fog. But then the elvish mages took the field. Allison couldn’t see them, but first, a stiff wind started blowing across the battlefield, blowing her carpet off course. She had to put all of her power into her air spells to avoid being blown away.

The wind pushed Mist over the lake, turned their ghouls to smoke, and canceled all the rest of their spells. A massive fire tornado formed, filling the entire airspace above the battle, without touching the ground. It was too much for Allison to overcome, and she found herself flying high above the lake, along with half of their other carpets.

A high-pitched sound filled the air, and Allison felt a powerful urge to hit her fellow sorcerers with fire orbs. Fighting the impulse, she realized this had to be Scream’s work, and canceled the spell. It felt like a physical weight had been lifted from her body.

Allison flew back to the battlefield to find a giant wolf and an enormous, three-headed lion rampaging through the human armies. Howler and Metamorph. She summoned a ghoul and sent it after the wolf. It wrestled the beast to the ground, igniting its fur, but then the ghoul went up in smoke.

A giant octopus came out of nowhere, slamming into Metamorph and enclosing her in its tentacles. This was Semblant, for sure. He ripped off one forepaw, and then another, and the lion monster collapsed on its chest. But the lion quickly regrew its missing limbs, and attacked the octopus, each head ripping off a tentacle.

Suddenly, the entire area around the castle turned into a nightmarish hellscape, with volcanos spewing lava toward the human formations. The sky turned black, and enormous fissures opened in the earth, jets of fire erupting through their openings. Allison could tell the landscape and half of the fissures were merely illusions—Artifice’s work, no doubt. But the soldiers had no way to tell the difference, and many fell to their doom in the real fissures.

One of the enemy mages started hitting the shield spell protecting the castle, and it rang like a giant bell, over and over again. But Cyclone and the other mages managed to keep it in place.

Allison spotted one of their carpets streaking across the sky over the battlefield, a tail of fire trailing off of it. The rider’s invisibility spell had collapsed, and she realized it was Shatter. His carpet hit the ground behind the enemy lines, but he’d called air to soften the impact. The elves saw him and charged. Shatter pulled a weapon out of the void—a long-handled sword with a wicked blade on one end and a spike on the other. As the first elves reached him, Shatter swept the blade around in a giant circle, cutting off their legs, then with his free hand, punching them in the head. His fist went right through their helmets, and bits of brain and gore splattered their shoulders as he crushed their skulls.

In no time, an entire regiment of elves had surrounded the giant sorcerer, but he’d gone into a battle trance, wielding his weapon so fast it was a blur. Some fell when he slashed off their head or legs, others when he impaled them in the chest with the spike. But none were able to touch him.

Allison swooped around the enemy forces, throwing fire orbs and casting the spell to melt bones. She left dozens of dead elves in her wake.

Across the battlefield, another one of their carpets went up in flames, and Allison realized it was Battleaxe. She crashed amidst the elvish troops, calling air to control her landing. Rolling once, she sprang to her feet, pulling her axes out of the void. The elves attacked her, but she cut through them like a small tornado. She had a severe disadvantage in height and reach, but this didn’t seem to slow her down.

But then Allison spotted one of the enemy mages striding toward Battleaxe, her naked body gleaming in the light of Artifice’s fires. The elves cleared a pathway for her, and she engaged Battleaxe with her giant sword. The sorcerer blocked her first swing with her weapons, but the force of the blow sent her flying. Landing flat on her back, she recovered quickly, charging toward her enemy. The mage swung her blade again; Battleaxe managed to parry it with one axe, embedding the other in her chest.

The mage raised her head to the sky and roared, ripping the weapon out of her torso and flinging it across the battlefield. She unleashed a frenzied assault, swinging and thrusting her sword, trying to deliver a death blow. Battleaxe managed to fend off her attack, but she was in trouble. After parrying one of her thrusts, the mage kicked her in the ribs, launching her through the air again. Crashing into the earth, she lost her second axe.

Allison raced in to assist. Leaping off her carpet, she tucked it into the void as she withdrew her swords. She landed right in front of Battleaxe as the mage lunged in for the kill, deflecting her swing with one blade and stabbing her in the ribs with the other.

The mage retreated, screaming in fury. Battleaxe got to her feet, withdrawing a second set of axes from the void. Allison charged, falling into her battle trance and pressing her attack, overwhelming the elvish mage with her ferocity. She disarmed the elf, lunging in to stab her in the heart. The mage’s face registered surprise for a moment, then Allison freed her blade, spinning around and decapitating her with the other. The headless corpse hit the ground, and its demon rose from the earth, towering over her. Allison banished the monster, and it turned to smoke, the wind blowing its tatters across the battlefield.

“Damn,” said Battleaxe. Allison had forgotten she was standing there. “Thanks for that.”

“Don’t thank me yet,” Allison said as the surrounding elves formed a circle around them. She and Battleaxe stood back-to-back, and in moments, their enemies attacked. Allison fell back into her battle trance, cutting down elves with both swords as Battleaxe fought behind her.

Allison parried, slashed, and stabbed, her conscious mind taking no part in this fight. Instinct and reflexes, conditioned in hundreds of hours of training kicked in, and she meted out death to all comers. Minutes or hours might have passed, she had no way to know.

The next thing she knew, the attacks stopped. She was standing next to Battleaxe, covered in sweat and blood, gazing back at the trail of elvish bodies they’d left behind as they drifted across the battlefield. They’d moved beyond its outer edge by the lake, and none of the others looked interested in engaging them.

At that moment, an earsplitting thunderclap shook the ground, and a bolt of lightning hit the shield spell protecting the castle. It had struck right where Cyclone was standing. The shield was intact, but a dozen more lightning bolts hit the same spot, and the spell gave way. One bolt after another hit Cyclone, and she fell from the ramparts.

“NO!” Battleaxe screamed. Pulling her spare carpet out of the void, she jumped onto it, Allison right next to her, and flew over the battle, landing by the castle wall. Cyclone had landed on the thin strip of land between the wall and the moat. Battleaxe kneeled beside her, stroking her hair. “Where’s Allure?” she asked, searching the area. “She might be able to save her.”

Nothing but a blackened hole remained where Cyclone’s heart should have been. “She’s gone,” Allison said, grasping Battleaxe’s arm. “There’s nothing Allure can do.”

Battleaxe met her gaze for a moment, her expression defiant, but then she stared at Cyclone and nodded. “You’re right. Damnit.”

A roaring scream filled the air. Staring at the sky, Allison spotted an enormous winged serpent flying toward the castle. Pulling her carpet out of the void, she shot into the sky, calling fire and hitting the beast with multiple lightning bolts. It screamed, but kept flying. Allison hit the serpent with fire orbs next, as she soared above it. The spells didn’t seem to affect it, but they obliterated the soldiers riding on its back.

Shatter streaked in from high above, landing on the ramparts and reforming the shield spell only moments before the serpent reached the castle. The monster shrieked in rage, and Allison hit it with more fire orbs, incinerating the remaining elves on its back.

Allison swooped around the battlefield. It was hard to tell precisely, but it looked like they’d lost almost half of their troops already. The elves kept advancing with more and more fresh regiments from what seemed like an endless supply. She’d lost track of time fighting alongside Battleaxe, but the sun was still fairly high in the sky. At this rate, they might not make it through the day.

A giant roar distracted her, and Allison spotted Semblant, in bear form, stomping through the lines of the latest elvish reinforcements. Another cry answered his call as the flying serpent swooped out of the sky, breathing fire on the sorcerer. He screamed as his fur went up in flames. Allison hit the beast with lightning, fire orbs, and the spell to melt bone, but none of these seemed to affect it.

The serpent circled around, hitting Semblant with another blast of fire. He screamed as the flames engulfed his bare flesh. Another carpet swooped in, its rider hitting the serpent with a barrage of fire tornadoes, trying to blow it off course. The monster screamed, but made a third pass, hitting Semblant with yet more fire.

This time, the sorcerer fell and did not move. Allison summoned a ghoul, and it caught the serpent in its hands, wrestling it to the ground. Another ghoul appeared, helping the first, and Allison realized the other rider had to be Allure. The two ghouls kept the serpent busy while Allison landed near Semblant, Allure right behind her. The sorcerer had transformed into his human shape, lying unconscious on the ground.

“NO!” Allure cried, kneeling beside him and stroking what remained of his face. The serpent’s fire had melted much of his flesh, exposing the bone in some places. Allure held her hand against his chest, and it began to glow, but nothing happened. She sobbed, falling on top of her lover’s corpse.

Allison’s heart froze in her chest. She couldn’t believe Semblant was gone.

The surrounding elves were closing in. Allison tucked her carpet into the void, withdrawing her swords. Returning to her battle trance, she attacked, unleashing her rage on the enemy soldiers. They retreated, trying to escape her fury, but she continued to advance, cutting them down, one after another, until her rage was spent.

Finally, she relented, taking a moment to catch her breath as the nearby elves fled. Swapping her weapons for her carpet, Allison took to the sky. She couldn’t see Semblant or Allure anywhere—she must have removed his body from the battlefield. The sun was much lower in the sky now, and their forces had continued to dwindle. They’d lost two sorcerers now, with no way to destroy the enemy mages. And the elves showed no signs of letting up.

Despair threatened to swallow her. She refused to succumb, but no longer could she see a path to victory. Then she heard a roar, followed by dozens of others. Climbing higher, she searched for the source of the noise. That’s when she spotted the dragons—dozens of them, emerging from the hills to the northeast. Pulling out her mirror, she reached out to the other sorcerers, warning them to fly clear of the battle.

Mira clung to Magna’s back as Stoutwall came into view in the light of the westering sun. Catching sight of the battle, the dragon roared, and several of the others answered his call. Lavinia had kept up her stubborn refusal to help until the previous night. She’d woken up from a deep sleep to find Magna perched on a broken section of castle wall outside her window. The dragon had had another vision, this time of flying into battle with Mira on his back and half the crash behind him, going to defend a castle by a lake. The chieftain had tried to ignore him, but Magna wouldn’t stop flooding her brain with the vision, and finally, she’d relented.

Lavinia had come to wake Khaldun and Mira, and within a couple of hours, they’d left the aeries with a dozen other riders, and four times as many dragons. Khaldun had flown alongside Magna on his carpet. They’d stopped once to rest and eat, then pressed ahead, finally reaching Stoutwall.

Khaldun went invisible, and Mira could see him swoop into the battle only by the light of his beacon spell. The scene below was horrifying. It had to be an illusion, but all was scorched earth, with rivers of lava flowing across the battlefield, pouring into giant fissures in the ground. At least a couple of those were real, though. The human army seemed small compared to the elvish forces. Mira knew the numbers hadn’t been this uneven at the beginning, and despaired when she spotted their fallen soldiers, far outnumbering the living ones.

Magna dove, raining fire down on the elvish troops. The other dragons followed, breathing jets of flame on the enemy. The elves’ screams drifted up to her, and she spotted several running toward the lake like living torches.

The elvish mages unleashed their magic, hitting the dragons with all variety of spells, but the beasts’ hides protected them. The mages tried hitting the riders, but their mounts turned and twisted in the air to protect them. They started canceling the air giving the dragons their lift, and several tumbled from the sky, roaring in fury.

One elf got lucky, hitting a rider with lightning, and he fell from his dragon. The animal roared, breathing fire at the source of the spell. It didn’t affect the mage, but exposed the sphere of his shield spell. Mira expanded her null, revealing all of the elf-mages on their carpets and undoing their magic—their shield spells as well as the ones keeping them airborne. She closed her channels of power again as they fell from the sky, and the dragons incinerated several of them with their fire. Their demons rose from the corpses before disappearing.

The dragons continued unleashing their fury, inflicting levels of carnage Anoria had not seen in centuries. Elves perished by the hundreds, and soon, their numbers diminished almost as much as the humans’.

But then, as the sun reached the western horizon, there was an ear-splitting thunderclap. A blinding light pierced the sky, emanating from across the lake, by the top of the waterfall. Shielding her eyes with one hand and trying to get a closer look, Mira realized the light was coming from a portal that had opened in thin air, Castle Barclay visible beyond it.

Two elves stepped through the portal, one male and one female, both naked, and the portal vanished behind them. The female held out both arms, her hands glowing. The demons of the fallen elf mages gathered around her, and within the next several moments, the remaining mages landed near her on their carpets. She pulled a giant sword out of the void, and as the remaining mages approached her, she decapitated them, releasing their demons, leaving only the one who’d arrived with her in a living body.

The surviving female had to be Nyro. Mira suspected her companion had to be Blaze, Reaper, or Plague, the only members of the Sacred Circle who’d yet to make an appearance. Lined up on either side of them were the remaining circle members in demon form, nine in total.

Nyro pointed one arm toward the battle, and the demons swarmed, heading directly toward Mira. The demons couldn’t affect her, but she had no idea what they could do to dragons. She opened her channels of power, expanding her null. But it was too late.

Each of the demons had slammed into a dragon, disappearing inside its body. The affected beasts’ eyes began to glow red, and they went berserk, roaring and flailing around in the air. Mira didn’t think possessing the dragons had gone the way the demons might have hoped.

Mira’s null prevented them from breathing fire, but they used their jaws, biting down on the necks of their brothers and sisters. But then one of them attacked another possessed dragon. Mira didn’t understand why they would do that. Perhaps possessing them enraged the beasts without giving the demons the same level of control they’d have over a human.

Magna bellowed in rage as several dragons died, their corpses falling to the earth. Mira wept, screaming in desperate fury, trying to figure out how to repel the demons. As long as they were inside her null, they couldn’t leave the dragons they’d possessed, and none of the sorcerers could banish them. So she led Magna toward the castle, showing him an image of the rest of the crash joining them.

Magna relayed her vision to the others, and he landed on the castle’s tallest tower, roaring at the sky. The other dragons landed on the ramparts, and Mira closed her channels of power, extinguishing her null.

The possessed dragons circled above, and one of them dove, heading straight for her. But at that moment something happened that Mira could not explain. The demons rose from the beasts as one, floating above them and not moving. The dragons they’d possessed landed on the ramparts. One or more of the human mages must have banished the demons, because they all turned to smoke, blowing away on the wind.

Mira opened her channels of power again, expanding her null to protect the dragons and the castle. At that moment, there was another ear-splitting thunderclap, and a blinding light emanated from the top of the waterfall again, as if the sun had landed on the earth. Shielding her eyes, Mira saw that another portal had formed, but this time, she didn’t recognize the area that lay beyond. It was a castle on an island. Nyro mounted a carpet, flying through the portal and leaving her male companion behind. The portal closed behind her.

Silence filled the battlefield as the sun finally set. The elves retreated, moving away from the castle. A commotion below caught Mira’s attention, and she spotted a group of soldiers escorting two women toward the castle’s gate, located on the side facing away from the battlefield. Someone inside lowered the drawbridge and opened the gate, and the guards led the women inside. The drawbridge rose again behind them.

Mira climbed off of Magna, and hurried across the ramparts. She ran into Khaldun, who’d landed before she expanded her null, and the two of them ran down the steps to the courtyard. They reached the gates in time to see the two women moving inside. The gates clanged shut behind them. Mira could tell by her golden skin that one of the women was a sorcerer, and as they drew closer, she recognized her.

“Syllith!” said Khaldun.


Chapter 26
Syllith’s Return


“My lady,” Augustine said to Syllith, his expression one of surprise. “We never thought we’d see you again. What are you doing here?”

Mira spotted her eyes. “You’re a necromancer,” she said before Syllith could reply.

“Yes,” she said. “And I have a way to destroy Nyro’s Sacred Circle.”

“Wait,” said Augustine, raising one hand as if to say “Stop.” “Let us meet in the hall. There are others who must hear your story.”

Mira and Khaldun followed Syllith and her companion and the prince into the keep. Over the next several minutes, Jezebel, Allison, Prince Leto and Legion, Prince Carlo and Princess Yolanda, Allure, Sage, Battleaxe, Mist, Shatter, and the rest of Augustine’s advisers all gathered in the great hall.

Once everyone was seated, Syllith introduced her companion as Governor Amelia, and told them her story, from the time Nyro first possessed her and took her through the portal to the elven continent, until her recent departure from the university. The others listened with rapt attention. Mira had to fight back tears when she described what had befallen Gemma.

“We reached Castle Stoutwall in time to see the dragons arrive,” the necromancer said. “And we watched in horror as the demons possessed some of them, turning them against the others. As long as they were inside Lady Mira’s null, there was nothing I could do. But as soon as she closed her channels of power, I was able to use my connection to the demons to force them out of the dragons. They would have overpowered me immediately, but then one of you banished them.”

“Two of us, actually,” said Allure. “Allison and I.”

Syllith nodded. At that moment, the doors flew open, and one of Augustine’s guards rushed into the room.

“My apologies, Your Highness,” he said with a bow, “but that portal by the waterfall opened again. The elf lady returned, another naked male with her.”

“Thank you,” Augustine said, and the guard left, closing the doors behind him.

“Nyro knows I’m the only one who could control her demons like that,” said Syllith. “She must have returned to her island in Drengrvollr to find out how I escaped. The elf she brought here has to be Reaper.”

“Who was the elf she brought with her the first time?” Allison asked. “Blaze or Plague?”

“It must be Plague,” said Syllith. “Blaze never returned. I asked Nyro about her, but the question enraged her, and she told me never to speak of that one again.”

“You said you have a way to destroy the Sacred Circle?” Augustine said.

“Yes,” Syllith said, taking a deep breath. “Nyro bound me to her as a sorcerer. She forced me to bind her demons, meaning my soul has merged with them. If one of the sorcerers here can reassign my bond to another conjurnor, that person can invoke my true name. I have fasted for seven days, so there’s no reason to delay.”

“You would die,” said Augustine.

“Yes. And my soul would be destroyed—taking the demons with me.”

“Are we sure about that?” Yolanda asked, her tone skeptical.

“Yes,” said Allure. “When you invoke a sorcerer’s true name, it erases them from existence, soul and all, ensuring they cannot return as a demon. When you do it to a necromancer, it also eliminates their demons. As Syllith explained, the rite a sorcerer uses to become a necromancer merges her soul with the demon’s.”

“We can’t ask you to do this,” Khaldun said, tears in his eyes. Though they hadn’t had a chance to discuss it yet, Mira knew how much her return meant to him. She’d been his mentor, and they’d been through a lot together prior to her disappearance.

“It’s the only way,” said Syllith. “Only invoking a necromancer’s true name can destroy her demons. If you banish them, they’ll just keep coming back.”

“Syllith’s right,” said Allison. “We’ve killed some of the Sacred Circle, but they’ve returned every time, sometimes immediately.”

“When the demon in Spanbrook was haunting Allison, you gave us a spike we used to trap it,” Khaldun said. “Why can’t we do that now?”

Syllith shook her head. “That method works only in controlled situations against lesser demons. The ones who are crazed with desire for the pleasures of the flesh, and lose themselves to it. Like Nyro, the members of the Sacred Circle all took steps in life to retain their faculties after death. On top of which, they’ve already had time to sate their carnal desires in their elven bodies. Luring them into a sorcerer’s body that way will be difficult if not impossible.

“And on top of that, there are far too many of you here. When I employed that method with Enigma, he was the only sorcerer for hundreds of miles, so getting our target to possess him was easy. And in Allison’s case, the demon was fixated on her, and you were the only sorcerer available.

“In this situation, we would be extremely lucky to destroy a single demon that way, never mind eleven of them.”

“Shit,” Khaldun muttered.

“So, Nyro realized Syllith was here when she forced the demons to leave the dragons,” said Jezebel. “And she won’t invoke Syllith’s true name because she’s hoping to save her demons.”

“Meaning she’s going to be looking for a way to get inside the castle to retake Syllith,” said Allison. “We must act quickly.”

“We cannot do the rite of binding here,” said Allure. “Mira would have to drop her null, and the moment she does, the demons will attack Syllith.”

“Not only that, Nyro could use her pyramid to open a portal into the castle,” said Allison.

“I’ve had some time to think about this,” Syllith. “One of you will have to tuck me into the void and take me somewhere else to perform the rite.”

“We’d have to implement the void magic the moment Mira extinguishes her null,” said Allison. “The timing is critical—the demons are sure to surround us the instant the null comes down. But demons can’t enter the void, so Syllith should be safe at that point.”

“Yes, but the trouble is that no matter where we take her, the demons will find us,” said Allure. “No matter how fast we fly, Syllith’s bond to the demons will enable them to locate her. Moving through the spectral plane, they can arrive there instantly.”

“Can you perform the rite of binding inside the void?” asked Mira.

“No,” said Sage. “The moment Syllith’s soul separates from her body, it would be ejected from the void. We’d lose her, without ever getting the opportunity to invoke her true name.”

“Nyro would lose control of the Sacred Circle at that point,” said Allure, “but she would only have to take another mage, trigger their transformation into a sorcerer, and force them to bind her demons again. As she did with Syllith.”

“There is but one place we could perform the rite,” said Sage.

Allure met her gaze. “Yes. We’ll need to take Syllith to the university.”

“Why the university?” said Khaldun, visibly confused. “The barrier surrounding it doesn’t keep demons out.”

“No, but the seven-sided tower does,” said Sage. “We can perform the rite there, without any interference from the demons.”

“Are we finally going to learn about the entity who lives in the tower?” Allison said.

“No,” said Allure. “Soon, I suspect. But not today.”

“I’m sorry, what entity?” said Augustine. “And what tower? I’m afraid you’ve lost me.”

“Apologies, Your Highness,” said Sage. “There is an ancient tower on the university grounds, and while its original purpose remains a closely guarded secret, powerful enchantments protect it from denizens of the spectral plane, including demons. Once inside the tower, we’ll be able to reassign Syllith’s bond, and her new conjurnor can invoke her true name.”

“Thereby destroying the entire Sacred Circle?” said Augustine.

“Yes,” Sage confirmed.

“Even with Syllith tucked into the void, the demons are sure to pursue you,” said Allison. “They may not be able to reach her, but they can possess whoever is flying the carpet.”

“I don’t think so,” said Allure. “Nyro’s demons know they don’t have to chase us, because normally, they could simply wait until Syllith emerges from the void, and then appear instantly at her location by moving through the spectral plane. However, neither Nyro nor the circle knows anything about the tower. Its builder took steps to ensure they could never find it. And when Syllith emerges from the void inside the tower, it will prevent them from locating her.”

“They won’t know where she’s gone once she’s moved into the void,” said Sage. “To them, it will be as if she vanished from existence. They’ll still feel their bond to her, so they’ll know she lives. But when our carpet takes off, they won’t be able to tell if she’s tethered to one of us or someone here in the castle.”

“It’s possible they’ll believe the carpet to be nothing but a ruse,” said Augustine.

“Yes, exactly,” said Allure. “That being said, Allison and I should both fly on the carpet, just in case. If the demons do attack, we should be able to keep banishing them until we reach our destination.”

“And I should remain here,” said Mira. “The demons are sure to infiltrate the castle to search for Syllith as soon as you leave.”

“Or Nyro herself,” said Allison. “Your null can keep the demons out and prevent Nyro from using her portal to get inside.”

“Very well,” said Augustine. “Lady Syllith, I will approve this plan so long as you declare to us that you undertake it of your own free will. I will not force you to do this, nor will I allow anyone else to do so.”

“Yes, Your Highness,” said Syllith. “I do appreciate having control of my own fate. And this is my decision. I will execute this plan of my own free will.”

Suddenly, Mira felt a powerful spell slam into her null. It was unlike anything she’d felt before, as if someone were trying to open a rift inside of it. “Your Highness, I believe Nyro just tried to penetrate the castle using a portal.”

“Understood,” the prince said, getting to his feet. “We’d better get to work.” The others rose as well, but then Augustine added, “Lady Syllith, on behalf of the people of Stoutwall—indeed, the people of Anoria—we thank you for your sacrifice. Because of you, we may yet prevail against this foe. We will ensure that you are forever remembered as a hero.”

“Thank you, Y-your Highness,” Syllith said, her words catching in her throat, and her eyes welling up with tears. “As always, it is an honor to serve.”

Mira hurried out of the keep with everyone else. She gathered in the courtyard with Allure, Sage, Allison, and Syllith. The dragons stood sentinel, still occupying their perches along the battlements.

“I’ll tuck you into the void the moment Mira’s null comes down,” Sage said to Syllith. “Allure will remove her carpet from the void at the same time. Lady Mira, the instant we’re done, you should reestablish your null.”

“How will you fly?” Mira said.

“We’ll leave the castle before we take off,” said Sage. “Is everyone ready?”

“Yes,” said Mira. Allure and Syllith nodded.

“Now, my lady,” Sage said to Mira.

Mira closed her channels of power, nervous that Nyro would take advantage of this opportunity to infiltrate the castle. But Sage tucked Syllith into the void, Allure withdrew her carpet, and Mira opened her channels of power again, her null erupting into existence, and nothing else happened. Mira breathed a sigh of relief.

“Governor Allure, I’d like to go with you to the university,” Jezebel said.

“Of course, Your Highness,” she said. “We’ll need a non-sorcerer to become Syllith’s new conjurnor.”

“Jezebel, no,” said Allison. “Alanna and Leda are here. Stay here and look after them. I’ll return soon, I promise.”

“Emma is looking after them,” Jezebel replied. “I can’t bear to remain behind while you fly off into danger again. Please, let me accompany you.”

Allison shook her head. “Danger could find you here, too. The girls need you. Please.”

Jezebel nodded, tears streaming down her cheeks as she embraced Allison. They kissed, and then Allison said, “We should get underway.”

“We will need someone to serve as Syllith’s new conjurnor,” Allure said. “If Princess Jezebel stays behind, she won’t be able to invoke Syllith’s true name from inside the null.”

“We can send Gregor,” said Jezebel. “The last I knew, he was up on the top of the northwest tower.”

Augustine sent a messenger, and he returned with Gregor a minute later. Jezebel explained what was happening, and he nodded gravely.

Augustine ordered the gates opened and the drawbridge lowered. Allison, Allure, Sage, and Gregor headed out, and they closed the entrance again behind them. Mira hurried up to the battlements with Jezebel and Khaldun. They watched the four mages hurry across the grounds, boarding Allure’s carpet once they’d left Mira’s null, and shooting into the sky.

“I hope this works,” said Mira.

“It saddens me that Syllith has to sacrifice herself like this,” Khaldun said with a sigh. “When I saw her walk into the courtyard, I thought she was back. For good, I mean.”

Mira hugged him, rubbing his back. “I’m so sorry.”

Down in the courtyard, a guard ran out of the keep. “Your Highness! The elves have infiltrated the castle! They must have come in through one of the escape tunnels!”

“Oh, no,” Jezebel muttered as she ran down the steps, Khaldun and Mira right behind her. Alanna and Leda were inside the keep.


Chapter 27
Avenged


Jezebel, Khaldun, and Mira reached the courtyard as an elvish warrior burst out of the keep right behind the guard, stabbing him in the back with his sword. The guard looked down in surprise at the blade protruding from his chest. The elf withdrew his sword, and the guard dropped.

Three more elves emerged from the keep, and the four of them stood aside, one of them holding the door open. A naked female elf walked out. Mira noted a scar running down one side of her face.

“Where is she?” the elf called out, her voice booming. Mira knew this must be Nyro.

“You’re looking for Lady Syllith?” Augustine replied from across the courtyard. “I’m afraid she’s not here. Now, take your people and leave my castle immediately!”

“You’re telling the truth,” Nyro said, staring at Augustine. “A hidden building at the university? My demons will find it.”

Mira had to stifle a gasp. How had Nyro figured that out? She must have used sympathetic magic to read Augustine’s thoughts.

Nyro swept the area with her gaze, finally locking eyes with Mira. “You’re the null,” she said with a smile.

Mira gasped, backing up a step as her heart pounded in her chest. Khaldun stepped in front of her.

“Come with me, and you shall become an honored member of my Sacred Circle,” Nyro said. “We could accomplish much together.”

“His Highness gave you an order,” a voice said, deeper than any other Mira had ever heard. Mira realized it was Shatter, as he strode toward Nyro in his full plate, grasping his peculiar weapon in one hand.

Nyro turned her attention to the sorcerer. Taking a sword from one of the elves, she strode forward. “You’re the one they call Shatter. I’ve been looking forward to this.”

Shatter raised his weapon. Nyro charged, unleashing a barrage of thrusts and slices, her sword moving too fast for Mira’s eyes to track. She heard the clash of steel on steel as Shatter blocked and evaded every shot. Nyro kept up her onslaught, driving the sorcerer back.

Finally, Shatter went on offense, driving the spike of his weapon toward Nyro’s chest. She evaded the strike at the last moment, stabbing him in the armpit through the tiny gap in his armor. Shatter hardly seemed to notice; Mira suspected he had to be wearing chain mail beneath his plate armor. He continued the attack, alternately slashing with his blade, and stabbing with the spike.

The sorcerer lunged in with an overhead blow, shattering Nyro’s blade when she tried to block it. Pressing his advantage, he followed up with several more blows.

Nyro retreated, evading his every shot. He backed her all the way to the keep wall, moving in with a killing blow with the spike of his weapon. Nyro sidestepped, and Shatter’s weapon struck the wall, blowing a hole in the stone and spraying him with debris.

One of the other elves tossed Nyro his sword. She caught it as she kicked out the back of Shatter’s leg. He dropped, his knee smashing into the ground. Nyro moved in before he could regain his feet, thrusting her blade through his helmet’s eye slit.

Shatter cried out, rolling away from the attack and landing flat on his back. Nyro moved in, kicking him in the head and knocking his helmet off. She was blocking Mira’s view of the sorcerer, so she couldn’t see what kind of damage she’d done to his head.

“Yield,” Nyro said, pointing the tip of her sword at his face, “and I will allow you to join me.”

“Lady Mira,” a low male voice said in her ear, startling her. She turned to find Legion standing there—she hadn’t noticed where they’d come from. “You must extinguish your null.”

“What? No—that’s Nyro,” she hissed.

“She’s going to kill Shatter if we don’t act. We can stop her.” Mira stared at them in disbelief a moment longer, and they added, “Please.”

Mira complied. She closed her channels of power, shutting down her null—but remained ready to expand it again in an instant.

“Nyro!” Legion called out in their low voice, striding across the courtyard.

She turned as a simulacrum of the sorcerer appeared, approaching from the opposite direction. Nyro faced the newcomer, and a third appeared, between the other two. After a couple of seconds, there were six instances of Legion marching toward her.

The Legion that had been standing next to Mira threw out one hand, calling fire and hitting Nyro with bolts of lightning. The others attacked at the same time, each using a different spell—a small tornado, a fire orb, the spell to melt bone, a sheet of energy, and an earth spell.

Nyro canceled them all. Forming a shield spell around herself, she hurled the same spells back at each of the Legions. The spell to melt bones met its target, and that sorcerer collapsed, no more than a blob. The others managed to cancel the spells or form shields of their own.

Shatter dragged himself away as Nyro unleashed a barrage of magic more ferocious than anything Mira had ever seen. One spell after another hit each of the Legions in rapid succession. Mira opened her channels of power, and her null exploded into being.

It was too late for most of the Legions. One had been incinerated from within, lightning had struck down two others, and a fourth had exploded, spraying blood and gore all over the ground. Nyro had hit the last one with an unknown spell, and he’d fallen to his knees, crying in pain with the voice of an old woman.

Nyro threw her sword, impaling the final Legion in the face. The weapon embedded itself right up to the hilt, the blade protruding from the back of their head. The dead body fell over.

Augustine ordered his soldiers to move. There were several dozen of them in the courtyard, and they advanced, forming a semi-circle around Nyro. She swept them with her gaze, but at that moment, another elf emerged from the keep, saying something to her in elvish. Nyro shot Mira one glance, then departed with her people, vanishing inside the castle.

The soldiers hurried after her, running inside. Mira, Khaldun, and Jezebel followed them in, and Jezebel led the way up to her chambers. They reached the third-floor corridor to find Alanna and Leda running toward them.

“They’ve taken Emma!” Alanna cried, tears streaming down her cheeks. Leda sobbed as Alanna held out a staff.

“What?” Jezebel said, taking it from her. “This is Emma’s. Who took her and where did they go?”

“The elves,” Leda said between sobs. “They ran down the stairs.”

“We tried to stop them—all three of us,” said Alanna, “but our magic wouldn’t work in the null.”

“Shit,” Jezebel muttered, dropping the staff and hurrying back the way they’d come.

Khaldun and Mira followed, Alanna and Leda right behind them. They ran into Augustine on the main level. Shatter was lying on the ground, and the court healer was tending to his wound. It looked like the blade had missed his eye, but it had torn open an ugly gash along the side of his head.

“Where did the elves go?” Jezebel demanded.

“They left through the same escape tunnel they used to get inside,” Augustine said with a sigh. “My people pursued them, but once Nyro had made it out of Lady Mira’s null, she collapsed the tunnel.”

“We’ve got to get Emma back before it’s too late,” said Jezebel. “Besides the fact that she’s family, Nyro could use her the same way she did Syllith.”

Khaldun nodded. He led the way out to the courtyard, Jezebel and Mira on his heels. Alanna and Leda had followed them, too.

“You two get back inside to our chambers,” Jezebel told them. “Bar the door and remain there until I come for you.”

“We want to help!” Alanna said. “Why can’t we come, too?”

“We’ll do everything in our power to get her back. Now, do as I say!”

Alanna still appeared defiant, but Leda dragged her away, back inside the keep.

“Chieftain Mira,” a voice said. She turned to see Kashi hurrying over to her. “My apologies, but I released the dragons so they could hunt. They can become rather, ah, testy when hungry.”

“Yes, of course,” Mira said, gazing up at the battlements and realizing only now that the dragons were gone. “Thank you,” she added, gripping his arm. “But please, don’t call me chieftain. Lavinia is your leader.”

“The dragons have decided otherwise,” he said with a grin.

Mira let it go. She’d have to address this issue eventually, but there was no time right now. She eliminated her null and Khaldun removed his carpet from the void. The two of them and Jezebel shot into the sky moments later.

A dragon swooped in from above, roaring at them. It was Magna. He showed Mira an image of her riding him while he breathed fire on the elvish camp.

“Magna, no,” she said out loud. She formed a vision of him hunting elk and deer.

The dragon roared again, soaring off in the other direction.

Khaldun made them invisible and flew over the enemy camp. They searched for any sign of Nyro or Emma’s whereabouts, but couldn’t find them anywhere.

“Look!” Jezebel said suddenly, pointing toward the waterfall.

Mira turned, and was almost blinded. Another portal had formed, the brilliant light turning night into day. Khaldun shot toward it, and they spotted Nyro moving through it, someone floating along in front of her. On the other side, Mira could see the same island and castle that had been visible before.

The portal closed before Khaldun could reach it.

“Damn!” Jezebel shouted.

Nyro had taken Emma to the elven continent.

Allison flew northeast with Sage, Allure, and Gregor, all four of them calling air to speed their journey. She kept alert, ready to banish any demons that might show up, but none did.

They slowed down when they reached the university, and Allure opened a portal in the barrier, closing it again behind them. As they approached the central quad, Allison spotted a shadow racing across their path. She pointed it out to Sage, who changed course, shooting higher into the sky. From this vantage point, Allison realized at least seven or eight demons were swirling around and around the buildings.

“How did they find us?” asked Sage.

“I don’t know, but I think they’re looking for the tower,” said Allure. “It’s invisible to them, but they’re sure to notice us when we get closer.”

“We’ve got no choice,” said Sage. “That’s the only place this will work.”

Allure closed her eyes for a moment. When she opened them, she said, “Take us in fast.”

“All right,” Sage said skeptically.

“Be ready,” Allure said, catching Allison’s gaze.

They shot earthward and headed for the tower. A demon appeared right in front of them, but Allison banished it, turning it to smoke. Another erupted out of the earth when they landed, but Allure took care of that one. The others closed in, but at that moment, a ring of fire formed around them and the tower. The demons tried to move through it, but it repelled them.

“Quickly,” said Allure. “This won’t work for long.”

“Your doing?” Sage asked as she tucked her carpet into the void.

Allure shook her head.

Sage raised both arms and spoke an incantation. Allison and Gregor followed Allure through the building’s brick wall, Sage right behind them.

A chill ran down Allison’s spine. The shadowy interior seemed to extend forever in all directions, only the stone floor visible.

Sage released Syllith from the void. “We’re in the seven-sided tower?” she asked. Sage nodded. “I always wondered what it looked like in here. Now I wish I didn’t know.”

“Are you ready?” Allure asked.

“As much as I’ll ever be,” Syllith muttered. She undressed, dropping her robes, and lay down on the floor. “Let’s get this over with.”

Allure had everyone back away. Then, she held out one hand, and shackles of stone grew out of the floor, pinning Syllith’s wrists and ankles. She tested her bonds for a moment, but then fell unconscious. Allure began uttering a long string of incantations.

Allison had never witnessed the rite of binding. She’d been present for her own, of course, but remembered nothing about it.

Syllith cried out in pain, thrashing against her bonds, but then went still again. A golden glow emanated from her. Green flames engulfed her body, but didn’t burn her, despite their intense heat.

Allure recited a series of spells, her voice loud and clear. Waves of power radiated from her, and Allison found herself growing woozy. After several more minutes, Allure produced a silver dagger, dropping to one knee and plunging it into Syllith’s heart.

Withdrawing the dagger and setting it aside on the stone, Allure moved to Syllith’s head, placing her hands on her temples and closing her eyes. After several more minutes, she got to her feet, holding her arms to her sides and chanting in some foreign tongue. Allison didn’t recognize the words, but heard Gregor’s name among them.

Flames erupted again, this time coming from inside Syllith’s body. They were blue, and emitted no heat, nor did they burn her flesh. Finally, the flames receded, and Allure said, “It is done.”

The stone shackles disappeared into the floor. Syllith moaned, her eyes fluttering open. “I feel awful.” Sage helped her to her feet, and Allure put her robes on her. Syllith seemed a little unsteady on her feet, holding onto Sage for balance. “It worked?”

Gregor nodded. “Yes, my lady. I know your true name.”

Syllith nodded. “We’d better get on with it,” she said, taking a deep breath. “There is a place Enigma and I used to go. A little waterfall on the stream north of the quad. Could we go there for the final step?”

“I’m sorry, but it wouldn’t be safe,” Allure said, her eyes welling up. She swept one arm in a giant arc, and their surroundings vanished, revealing the area outside the tower. The demons were racing around them, trying to get in. “They’ll find you the moment we leave this building.”

“I know the place,” Sage said with a sniffle. Allison realized she was crying. She held out one hand, casting an illusion. Half of the surrounding area turned into forest, overlooking a stream with a small waterfall. The university was still visible the other way, the demons swirling round and round.

“Yes,” Syllith said with a gasp. “This is it.” With Allure’s help, she moved toward the water, sitting down on the bank.

Sage wiggled her fingers, and a perfect simulacrum of Enigma appeared, sitting next to Syllith. He put his arm around her, and she leaned into him. Allure sobbed, and Allison had to wipe the tears from her eyes.

“My love,” said Syllith.

They stood still for a few moments, the gurgling of the waterfall and the chirping of birds the only sounds. Then Syllith held Enigma tight and said, “Do it now, before I change my mind.”

Gregor took a deep breath. “Syllith Fierceheart… I name thee!”

Syllith held onto Enigma without flinching or crying out. Flame consumed her, and it was done. A brief roaring sound reached their ears from outside the tower before the demons turned to smoke and did not return. Sage canceled her illusion. Enigma disappeared, and darkness surrounded them once again.


Chapter 28
The Road Ahead


Khaldun and Mira woke at dawn and headed down to the great hall for breakfast. They’d stayed up late the night before, only getting a few hours of sleep. Allison, Allure, Sage, and Gregor had returned after midnight to report that they’d been successful. Nyro’s demons were gone. Mira knew how close Khaldun had been to Syllith, and her sacrifice, however necessary, came as a major blow.

Not long after the mages’ return, the elvish armies had disappeared. Their entire camp vanished without a trace. The sorcerers believed Nyro had tucked her people into the void singlehandedly, and flown away on her carpet.

After breakfast, Stoutwall’s people cleared the tables, and rearranged them for a privy council meeting. Prince Augustine presided. Also present were Princes Leto and Carlo, Princesses Jezebel, Allison, Yolanda, Shatter, Sage, Allure, Battleaxe, Mist, Gregor, and Governor Amelia, along with Augustine’s mages and advisers.

“We need to decide how to proceed,” Augustine said, once his steward had called the meeting to order. “My understanding is that Nyro has taken Princess Jezebel’s steward, Emma, who is also a witch. She can trigger her transformation into a sorcerer, bind her, and force her to bind demons, becoming a necromancer. And using her connection to Emma, she can control those demons. It seems we’re right back in the same situation we were before.”

“With all due respect, Your Highness,” said Allure, “it’s not the same at all. Because of Syllith’s sacrifice, we have destroyed the Sacred Circle. In life, they were the most powerful necromancers in the history of Anoria. In death, they were the strongest demons ever created. Yes, Nyro can repeat what she did with Syllith, but the demons she controls this time will not be nearly as strong.

“Moreover, the members of the Sacred Circle were fiercely loyal to her in life. We have no reason to believe the same wasn’t true in death. However, any new crop of demons she enlists will almost certainly not share their loyalty. She’ll have to force them into service. And I daresay they will not be as dedicated to her cause as the last group.”

“Thank you,” said Augustine with a nod.

“Is there no way we can rescue Emma?” said Jezebel. “She’s not only my steward, Your Highness, she’s also my s-sister,” she added, her bottom lip trembling.

“She took her to the elven continent,” said Sage. “It would take many weeks to get there by ship. By then, it will be too late—Nyro has probably already started the process of transforming Emma and binding new demons.”

“There is a way we might get there faster,” Allure said pensively. “But not yet.”

“What?” said Khaldun. “How? The only faster way I can think of would be opening a portal like Nyro did. Unfortunately, we have no way to do that.”

“As a matter of fact, we do,” said Allure, taking a deep breath.

“We do?” said Governor Amelia, looking confused.

“Enigma never destroyed the artifact you took from Dredmort,” Allure said to Khaldun. “However, the problem is that none of us are powerful enough to use it that way. Yet.”

“Yet?” asked Jezebel. “How can we get one of you to that point? My sister is probably being tortured as we speak, just like Syllith was.”

“One of us would have to become a necromancer,” said Allure.

“I’ll do it,” said Khaldun. “We all knew this day might come. And if this is the only to rescue Emma, it’ll be well worth it.”

“No, you don’t understand,” said Allure, locking eyes with Allison. “Only one of us would become strong enough to create a portal.”

“What, me?” said Allison, sounding shocked.

“You and I are the only ones with a strong enough affinity for the spirit world,” said Allure. “And I lack the raw power.”

Allison took a deep breath, letting it out in a long sigh. “All right. Then I’ll do it.” She squeezed Jezebel’s hand. “I’ll get Emma back.”

Allure shook her head. “You’d also have to bind a particularly strong demon. We know of only one that would be suitable. But she’s not ready, and you’re not yet strong enough to control her, even if she were.”

“I’m sorry, but how do you know all of this?” Yolanda asked incredulously. “This sounds rather hypothetical.”

“It’s the entity from the tower, isn’t it?” said Khaldun. “She’s a demon.”

Allure took a deep breath, turning to catch Sage’s gaze. Sage nodded. “Yes. She took Allison’s measure when we were there last night.”

“Who is she?” Jezebel asked. “Or who was she in life?”

“We are not at liberty to say,” Allure replied. “Her name is Shadow. That is as much as I can reveal at this time.”

“Why?” asked Augustine.

“Shadow has been the university’s true leader for centuries,” said Sage.

“She has?” said Governor Amelia. “Why have I never heard of her?”

“Shadow has revealed herself only to select sorcerers over the years,” said Allure.

“I only learned of her existence after Henry’s downfall fifteen years ago,” said Sage. “And only because we lost Enigma.”

“What we can tell you now is that Shadow will be joining this fight,” said Allure, “when the time is right.”

“And when will that be?” said Jezebel. “My sister is suffering right now.”

“I’m sorry for putting it this way, but time is not of the essence where Emma is concerned,” said Sage. “Nyro is certain to have triggered her transformation and bound her by now. Emma will be safe because Nyro needs her to control her new demons. As an elf—or as a demon for that matter—doing so would be impossible. Even for her.”

“None of us have ever been to the elven continent,” said Khaldun. “We wouldn’t even know where to find her.”

“That may not be true,” said Amelia. She waved her wand, and a book appeared on the table. “Nyro made Syllith record her rise to power on the elven continent. Those records were left behind when Syllith returned to Anoria. But on her way from Hido to the university, she wrote everything down again. From memory, but her recall was quite good.

“In these pages, you will find the details of her captivity. Where they held her, Nyro’s other holdings under her elven name, Estrid, as well as details about the mage who rescued her. Once you are ready to go there, this information should help you find Emma.”

“Thank you, Governor Amelia,” said Jezebel.

“Yes, thank you,” said Augustine. “That will be a tremendous help in the future. But now, we must decide what to do in the present. Of the fifty thousand troops who entered the battle here, only a little over twenty thousand have survived. The surviving elves disappeared, and we don’t know where they went. And there is still a force of ten thousand outside of Highgate City.”

“Your Highness, I spoke with our witch, Camilla, right before we started,” said Jezebel. “She reports that Nyro and her remaining army have returned to Spanbrook. By her estimate, their force numbers close to fifty thousand.

“Also, Princess Salerna reports that the elvish army has disappeared from her doorstep as well. That group has not yet shown up in Spanbrook, but my guess is that is where they are headed.”

“That would be my guess as well,” said Augustine. “We have dealt Nyro what I am sure was an unexpected blow. She is probably regrouping to give herself time to assemble a new cadre of demon mages. How much time, we cannot say. But we have to assume it won’t be long.

“Between our remaining forces here and Highgate’s army, we have the only remaining soldiers in Dorshire and northern Maeda. We must convince Princess Miranda of Bayfast to come to our aid. As well as Prince Kamari of Okset, and Princess Zuri of Horn. The Shifari armies are quite formidable. Uniting the continent may be the only way we can defeat Nyro.”

“We can contact Princess Miranda’s sorcerer by mirror,” said Khaldun. “And my mirror is connected to that of Prince Kamari’s sorcerer in Okset. But we’ll need to send an emissary to Horn. They’ve refused to establish communications with us in the past.”

“Your Highness, we can count on the dragon lords in any future battles as well,” said Mira.

“Yes, please tell us about your relationship with them,” said Augustine. “We all noticed that was you riding the lead dragon.”

Mira sighed. “The dragons have insisted upon making me the chieftain. Which is obviously absurd. I’d never even seen a dragon up close before this, never mind ridden one. Members of Chieftain Lavinia’s family have led the dragon lords for generations.

“However, she and the other riders have agreed to support us for the duration of this conflict. The dragons follow their sire, Magna, and at this point, Magna has bonded with me. I’m not sure that I can command him, per se, but so far, he has, ah, agreed with my suggestions.”

Some of the others chuckled.

“You are, of course, free to handle the dragon lords as you see fit,” said Augustine. “However, it would be quite helpful for our cause if you were to accept your position as their chieftain, at least until we have defeated Nyro.”

“Yes, Your Highness.”

The meeting adjourned, and Mira left the hall with Khaldun, Jezebel, and Allison.

“Thank you both for volunteering to rescue Emma,” Jezebel said to Khaldun and Allison. “I can’t begin to imagine the hell she must be enduring.”

“Of course, Your Highness,” Khaldun said.

“We know for sure Nyro will keep her alive,” said Allison. “Once I’m able, we will get her back.”

Jezebel nodded. “Well, we had better go spend some time with Alanna and Leda.”

“How are they doing?” Mira asked. “They had quite the ordeal last night.”

“They’re blaming themselves for Emma’s abduction,” Allison said with a sigh.

“Oh, no,” said Mira. “There’s nothing they could have done.”

“Try telling them that,” Jezebel said. “It’s a good thing your null was in place. If they’d hit those elves with a couple of simple spells, the elves probably would have killed them.”

“I can try talking to them, too, if you’d like,” said Mira.

“Thank you,” Jezebel said.

“Princess Allison,” a deep voice said, and the four of them turned. Shatter had just emerged from the hall. “You fought with courage yesterday. I saw you save Battleaxe from the elvish mage.”

“Thank you,” Allison said, sounding surprised. “She would have done the same for me.”

“Of course,” Shatter replied with a nod. “I would be honored if you would consider training with me during your stay. It has been many years since I’ve had a worthy sparring partner.”

“I look forward to it,” she said with a smile.

Shatter headed up the stairs, and Allison turned to the others, her eyes and mouth wide open in shock. “Shatter wants me as a sparring partner?”

“Better you than me,” Khaldun said with a chuckle.

“You’d better wear an extra helmet,” said Jezebel.

“I’m not sure it’ll help,” said Allison. “He punched right through the ones the elves were wearing.”

The princesses headed up to their chambers, and Mira left the keep with Khaldun. They ran into Battleaxe and Imani out in the courtyard. The two of them were laughing about something.

“There you are,” said Battleaxe. “Imani, Mist, and I are heading into the city tonight to find a decent tavern. I’d say we all deserve to get good and drunk. Would the two of you care to join us?”

“I’m pretty sure we would,” Mira said, looking up at Khaldun. “Right, my lord?”

“Yes, indeed,” he replied with a grin. “Her ladyship and I would love to accompany you.”

“We’ll see you tonight, then,” said Battleaxe.

Khaldun and Mira spent some time with Allure later that day—he’d hoped she might be able to help him with his transformations. He explained that he could change his hair, eye, or skin color—or others’—but nothing else.

“That’s how it started for Semblant,” she said. “He could alter little details in his appearance, or in objects he touched, but nothing more. But you’re able to create lasting changes in others? Their appearance doesn’t revert to normal once you’ve broken contact?”

“No, it stays the same,” he said with a shrug.

“Can you show me?”

Khaldun focused for a moment and turned Allure’s hair pink.

“Without physical contact,” Allure said, sounding impressed as she ran her hands through her mane.

They spent almost an hour working on it, and despite Allure’s best efforts, Khaldun made no progress. Finally, she took his head in her hands and closed her eyes. “I do sense latent powers within you. In time, you could become a shapeshifter… and I believe shifting others may be possible for you, too.”

“Meaning I could turn someone into a dragon?” he asked skeptically.

Allure shook her head slowly, her eyes shut tight. “It’s hard to say. That ability seems less certain.” She opened her eyes, withdrawing her hands. “I’ve never heard of anyone doing that before. But Semblant was the first one to change objects, so who knows?”

Khaldun nodded. “Thank you. I have new motivation to practice.”

“Now, can you change my hair back, please?” Allure said.

Khaldun chuckled, but Mira ran her hair through Allure’s hair, saying, “I don’t know… I kind of like it.” Her heart fluttered as Allure gave her a sultry smile. But Allure insisted, so Khaldun restored her normal appearance.

That night, Khaldun, Mira, and Allison headed off to Stoutwall City with Imani, Battleaxe, and Mist. Unlike Spanbrook and many of the other princedoms’ capitals, it was a few miles away from the castle. The city was quiet—most of the citizens had evacuated ahead of the invasion—but they found an open tavern. They took a large table in the back corner, and a man hurried out moments later to serve them ale.

“Where’s Princess Jezebel?” Battleaxe asked before taking a swig of her drink.

“In the castle, keeping an eye on our two mischief-makers,” Allison said with a grin.

“Speaking of mischief,” said Mist, “one of them might have told us that Princess Jezebel is pregnant?”

“She is,” Allison said with a nod.

“And the father might be a wayfarer?” Battleaxe said. “Sounds like that was a good time, eh?”

“Alanna’s going to pay for this,” Allison said, turning a deeper shade of gold as she drank her ale. “Yes, one of the wayfarers is the father.”

Mira felt bad for Allison and decided to save her any further embarrassment by changing the subject. She told the others about the reading Allure performed for Khaldun.

“You’d better get to work on that,” said Battleaxe. “After losing Semblant, we could use a new shapeshifter.”

“I agree, my lord,” said Imani. “You could transform an entire regiment into giant bears. Combined with the dragons, they could decimate Nyro’s entire army.”

“I’ll see what I can do,” Khaldun said.

Their food arrived a minute later, and they grew quiet as they ate. They drank more and chatted late into the evening, until finally, Imani raised her glass and said, “To reuniting with old friends.”

Battleaxe lifted her glass and said, “And to our fallen comrades, Semblant and Cyclone.”

“And Legion,” Mist added, “though I hardly knew them.”

“And Gemma,” said Mira, her eyes welling up with tears as she lifted her glass.

Khaldun gazed around at them for a moment, before finally lifting his glass and saying, “And Syllith.”

“Syllith most of all,” Allison said.

They clinked their glasses and drank.

After breakfast the next morning, Khaldun and Mira headed out of the castle to take a walk around the grounds, hand in hand. They made their way up to the river, and sat on the bench looking out over the top of the waterfall.

“This is the same place we sat last time we were here together,” said Mira. “When we were discussing my return to Graystone, remember?”

“I do. These are darker days, by far, but I must say, I’m much happier this time,” he said, putting his arm around her and holding her tight.

“Me, too,” she said, leaning into him. “The days ahead will get darker still, I’m sure. I’m glad I don’t have to face them alone.”

They sat quietly for a few minutes, enjoying the view, until an ear-splitting roar shattered the quiet, startling both of them. Jumping to her feet, Mira turned to see Magna standing behind them, lowering his head toward her.

Caressing his snout, she said, “You frightened us!”

The dragon purred, sending her a vision of her flying over the lake on his back. Mira returned the same image, but with one addition. The dragon purred louder.

“Magna has extended his permission for you to go for a ride with us,” she told Khaldun with a grin. “Are you feeling up to it?”

“Me?” he said, fear in his eyes. “Riding a dragon?”

“And why not? I’ve been a passenger on your carpet for the last fifteen years. It’s your turn!”

“All right,” he said, “let’s do it!”

Magna lowered his head and one wing, and Mira showed him how to climb onto his back. Once the two of them were seated, Mira in front, and Khaldun holding onto her for dear life, Magna took off, beating his mighty wings. They soared over the waterfall, and then the lake, far below, and Khaldun whooped for joy.

Mira didn’t know what the future might hold, but at that moment, she felt like she could take on the world.

To be continued…


Necromancer


Chapter 1
Lookout


Camilla had camped in the woods to the east of Spanbrook Town, not far from the fields where the wayfarers always set up their tents. This kept her close enough to the town and Castle Barclay to keep a lookout, but not so close that she was likely to attract attention. Since the princesses had left with their armies, not a single elf had come near her little camp. She was close enough to the road to see their patrols passing back and forth, but they didn’t seem to be searching for stragglers. Camilla kept her camp invisible and cast the spells to prevent anyone from hearing her.

Most of the elves had departed for the battle in Stoutwall, but they’d left a few companies behind to guard the castle. Now they were all back, their numbers diminished in the fighting. It had been three days since their arrival. Camilla had awoken the morning after the battle to find their army camped in the fields to the east of Castle Barclay. She’d caught a brief glimpse of Nyro walking among her troops, but lost track of her. After moving to a better vantage point, she spotted her again moving into an enormous tent they’d erected that seemed to be their command center.

At that point, Camilla had contacted Princess Jezebel by mirror to let her know Nyro had returned with her army. And though she’d spent the entire day watching that tent, she’d never seen Nyro emerge. She had no idea if she was still inside, or if she’d created a portal to return to the elven continent. And try as she might, she couldn’t find a position that afforded her much of a view inside the tent.

The center half of its front end was open to the elements, but for most of the day, she could see only a few feet into the tent. As sunset approached, more of the interior was illuminated, but not enough to tell if Nyro was in there. And there was no way to get any closer without moving through the camp—something Camilla was not about to risk.

Camilla had a feeling Nyro had returned to her island in the elven kingdom of Drengrvollr. Jezebel had told her they’d seen Nyro taking Emma there through a portal. Nyro could have secured her there, then returned to move her army back to Spanbrook before going back to Drengrvollr.

Or she could have taken up residence inside the castle.

Camilla knew about two secret passageways leading into Castle Barclay. They’d taken the one that led to the Barclay farm when they evacuated. The safety walls had been lowered, but she could call air to raise them to their original positions. Or she could try the one that came out behind the smithy in town.

Of course, if Nyro were in the castle, going in herself would be extremely dangerous. Camilla knew the castle, though, and felt confident she could move about without being detected. Establishing Nyro’s whereabouts could be crucial to the war effort. It could help Princess Jezebel plan an assassination if Nyro were here in Spanbrook—or a surprise attack on her troops if she were not.

One way or another, Camilla was determined to help her princess recover Emma and defeat Nyro. Learning her sister’s fate after all these years had ignited a fire in her bosom that only revenge would extinguish. Camilla had accepted long ago that Gemma must be dead. She would have found some way to get word to her if she’d been alive. But learning that Nyro had killed her reopened old wounds, rekindling her grief.

Camilla and Gemma had lost their parents to the plague when they were very young. Their mother’s sister had raised them along with her own four children, but the girls always knew she didn’t relish the task. When their magic first manifested, it made matters that much worse. Their aunt considered them freaks and was only too happy to be rid of them when they came of age and went off to the university.

Gemma had been her sole confidant for as long as she could remember. Their adoptive family had provided food. Shelter, and safety, but life on that farm hadn’t brought much in the way of love or joy. The sisters had made the trek from western Dorshire to the university on their own, going on foot the entire way. The journey had taken many weeks, and they’d become closer than ever. They promised each other that they’d stay together always, and upon graduating, would only accept an assignment together.

As it happened, the governors assigned Gemma to Spanbrook and Camilla to a princedom in southern Maeda. Camilla had pleaded with them to reconsider, but they wouldn’t hear of it. So she defied them, traveling with her sister to Castle Spanbrook and begging Prince Aldo to accept her service along with Gemma’s.

Aldo had agreed. Witches and wizards enjoyed more freedom than sorcerers when it came to life choices like this. Camilla could have turned down the governors’ assignment and gone off on her own wherever she pleased. In the worst case, she would have made a life for herself in Spanbrook Town, independent of the prince. But Aldo had pleaded her case to the governors, and they finally acquiesced, approving her formal assignment to Spanbrook.

Gemma and Camilla had served the Barclay family their entire adult lives. And Aldo, Jezebel, and Allison had treated them with love and respect at all times, earning their loyalty. So in addition to avenging Gemma’s murder, Camilla wanted to do whatever she could to ensure their princedom’s victory.

Camilla decided to try the entrance behind the smithy. After the evacuation, the elves had killed the town’s remaining population, closed the gates, and posted guards. Camilla didn’t know a way inside. She could get into Castle Barclay, but that had been built outside the town. Spanbrook town had grown beyond its walls over the years. Princess Jezebel had commissioned repairs to sections of the wall that had fallen into disrepair, but some areas of the town still lay beyond them, especially on the west end.

Making herself invisible, Camilla left camp and set out through the woods. With the elven army camped outside the castle to the east, going that way would be hazardous. Moving around the city to the north meant crossing the river, but that would be far safer. She’d have to swim, but the Ember wasn’t that deep, and the current wasn’t very strong.

Camilla reached the river without encountering a soul. Stripping out of her robes, she waved her wand to tuck them into the void. Invisible or not, she had no way to hide her splashing from observers, so she checked the surrounding area before moving into the water. She didn’t see anyone and heard nothing but chirping birds, so she waded into the river. Clutching her wand in her teeth, she swam the rest of the way across, worrying the whole way that someone would see her. But she made it to the opposite shore without incident.

Calling air to dry herself off, then removing her robes from the void, she dressed as quickly as she could and set off again. As she neared the western end of town, she heard metallic clinking noises coming from the general direction of the smithy. Drawing closer, she could hear voices, too. Emerging from the woods, she darted from one alley to the next, peering around corners before proceeding. She thought the noises had to be coming from the smithy, though the way they echoed off the buildings made it impossible to pinpoint the source.

It felt so strange to see the town empty. Spanbrook was small compared to cities like Arthos or Highgate, but even in the dead of night, there tended to be at least a few people about. And it was always bustling with activity during the day. Seeing it abandoned like this filled her with sorrow.

Sure enough, when Camilla reached an intersection that afforded her a view of her destination, she spotted several elves. They were hard at work on something, but she couldn’t tell what. Moving around the block, Camilla approached the smithy from the opposite direction. And from here, she could tell that they were crafting armor. In the alley behind the smithy, she spotted wooden stalls piled high with breastplates and helmets. This struck her as strange. Why would they need this much armor? The elves had arrived in Anoria well-equipped for battle, with armor and weapons aplenty. If anything, after losing so many soldiers in battle, she figured they’d probably have a surplus.

Looking closer, it struck her that the new armor was too small for elves. Their kind towered over the humans, and this equipment would never fit them. What was going on here? This was only a small smithy, and if they were working here, she had to believe they’d have other teams using the larger facilities inside the walls, too. She’d need to tell Jezebel about this for sure.

The hidden entrance to the secret tunnel was in the little alley behind the smithy, and there was no way Camilla could get there unnoticed. With those stalls there, even if she tried climbing her way across, the noise of her passage was sure to alert the elves.

Camilla went back the way she’d come. She’d have to try the passage from the Barclay farm. It took her a couple of hours to make her way back across the river and out along the path running parallel to the road. She saw a couple of elven patrols go by, but they gave no indication that they’d spotted her.

This route took her out near Rockhedge, which she always did her best to avoid, but it couldn’t be helped. It was daytime, so the spirits that dwelled there were unlikely to be active. A shiver still ran down her spine as the giant stones came into view, and she hurried onward.

Reaching the edge of the forest, Camilla scanned the road in both directions to make sure the coast was clear. Even invisible, her crossing here would kick up dust and dirt that might alert anyone nearby to her presence. Holding her breath in suspense, she hurried to the other side, breathing a sigh of relief when she reached the grass. She scanned the road again, but there was no sign of any witnesses.

Camilla reached the farm and made her way cautiously toward the barn. The house looked unmolested, and there was no exterior damage to any of the other structures. Reaching the barn, Camilla crept inside.

“Shit,” she muttered. The trapdoor leading to the tunnel was gone. Beyond the first couple of steps, the passage was filled with dirt, and judging by the ditch leading toward the back of the barn, someone had collapsed the tunnel. She could try calling air to remove the dirt and clear a path, but there was a good chance that whoever had done this had sealed off the tunnel at other points as well. This wasn’t going to work.

Leaving the barn, she headed back toward her camp. She’d have to contact Jezebel by mirror and ask about other secret entries. Camilla knew there were more, but had no idea where they might be.

As she reached the road, she got a bad feeling someone was watching her. She was invisible and checked her spells to be sure, but she couldn’t shake the sense that watchful eyes were about. She decided not to try crossing the road just yet. There were only fields on this side, leaving her more exposed, but at least her progress across the grass would betray no sign of her presence.

Camilla spotted a cloud of dust in the distance and froze. It was a patrol heading toward her from town. Creeping farther from the road, she crouched, wand at the ready. She could make out the individual elves as they came nearer. There were six of them, all soldiers, based on their armor and weapons. Good thing. A mage among them might have sensed her invisibility spell. She held her breath as they went by, her heartbeat pounding in her ears.

They didn’t detect her. Camilla breathed a sigh of relief, standing upright and keeping an eye on them as they faded into the distance. She didn’t feel like anyone was watching her anymore, and there shouldn’t be another patrol for a while, so she hurried across the road, glad to move into the cover of the trees.

Camilla wasn’t certain of the route back to her camp from here but knew the general direction she needed to go. After forging ahead for several minutes, she reached a clearing and had to get her bearings before deciding which way to continue. She was pretty sure she still needed to move farther west.

“Halt!” a voice cried out before she’d taken more than a few steps. A soldier had stepped out from behind a tree, standing on the path she needed to take, brandishing a spear. He was human—thank the stars, he was human. Several others appeared from other paths, and Camilla was surrounded. “We can’t see you, but we know you’re there!” the first soldier said. “Show yourself or I’ll order my men to cut you down!”

Camilla knew most of the elves could call only the four basic forces—only the mages could cast illusions. And as far as she knew, they hadn’t encountered elves masquerading as humans. Playing it safe, she held out her wand and cast the spell to cancel illusions. Nothing happened, which meant they were human. She removed her invisibility spell. Holding both hands overhead and pointing her wand toward the sky, she said, “I’m on your side! My name is Camilla, one of Princess Jezebel’s witches. I’m here on her orders, doing reconnaissance.”

“I know her,” the lead soldier said, lowering his spear. Camilla recognized him, but couldn’t place him—or remember his name. “She’s telling the truth.”

“She looks like Camilla, there’s no denying that,” one of the others said. He had an arrow nocked in his bow, aimed at her. “But how do we know it’s not one of their mages masquerading as her, eh?”

“He’s got a point,” the lead soldier said with a frown, but Camilla noted that he didn’t raise his spear. “Their Highnesses held a celebration in the private hall right before the invasion. What was the occasion?”

“Princess Jezebel’s pregnancy,” Camilla said.

“And what did Princess Jezebel wear that night?”

“A white dress,” Camilla said. “Quite revealing, as I recall.”

“What about Princess Allison?”

“Identical dress in black,” she said. “They always dress the same, one in black and the other in white.”

“Satisfied?” he called out to the other soldier.

“How could I be? I wasn’t there!”

“Well, I was, and she’s right,” the lead soldier said. “I was in the royal guard before the battle and on duty that night,” he added to Camilla.

“Ah, yes,” she said. “I knew I recognized you. Lance, isn’t it?”

“Yes, my lady. It’s good to see you again, despite the circumstances. We’d better get you to our camp.”

“Your camp? How many of you are there?”

“Not many, I’m afraid,” he said. “Couple of dozen, not nearly enough for a proper company. And no mages until now. Our captain will be glad you’re here.”

“And who’s your captain?”

“Mobo from the Eagle Company. Well, that wasn’t his rank, I don’t think, but he’s taken on the role for our little group. Doing a good job of it, too.”

“All right,” Camilla said. “Lead the way.” She still wanted to find a way inside the castle. Doing it with an armed guard wouldn’t make her any safer if Nyro were there, but it would put her mind at ease a bit.

Lance led them through the forest, and they walked in silence. Their camp was in a clearing by the base of a rocky escarpment. Lance introduced her to Mobo when they arrived, and as predicted, he seemed thrilled to welcome a mage to their band.

“How did you come to be here?” Camilla asked. “The rest of the Eagle Company evacuated with Their Highnesses.”

“I was probably left for dead,” he said. Mobo was tall even for a Shifari, lighter-skinned than most. “Took a blow to the head that knocked me out despite my helmet, and by the time I woke up, the battle was over, and everyone was gone. Most of these men have a similar story. We haven’t been able to do much, but maybe with you here, we can inflict some damage.”

“On the elven army?” Camilla asked. Mobo nodded. “No, I don’t think so. That would be suicide. Nyro’s Sacred Circle is gone, but they still have plenty of mages, all of whom are much more powerful than I.”

“What do you mean the Sacred Circle is gone?” he asked skeptically. She told him about the battle in Stoutwall. “That’s incredible,” he said, shaking his head when she was done. “So what’s Nyro doing now?”

“That’s what I’d like to know,” Camilla said. She told him about what she’d seen so far and her attempts to get inside the castle.

“What would she be doing in there?” Mobo asked.

“Don’t know,” Camilla said with a shrug. “I haven’t seen any signs of life, but if she is there, our sorcerers may be able to take her out. And if she’s gone back to the elven realm, our forces could launch a sneak attack. We could inflict some heavy damage on that army if they don’t know we’re coming.”

“I like it,” Mobo said with a nod. “So how do we get into the castle? Or inside the town, for that matter—the castle might be empty, but they’ve got guards posted all along the city wall.”

“I’ll need to contact Princess Jezebel,” Camilla said.

“And how do you plan on doing that?” he said with a chuckle. “Stoutwall’s a long way from here.”

Camilla held out one hand, waving her wand with the other and casting the spell to remove her mirror from the void. “With this,” she said with a grin, showing it to Mobo.

“Oh, I’ve heard about these,” he said, his eyes wide. “Her Highness has one as well, then? You can speak to her this way?”

“Yes, and I should do so now,” she said. “If you’ll excuse me?”

Mobo nodded, and Camilla moved off to get a little privacy. It took a few tries, but she finally found the princess staring back at her in the glass. She could hear the girls in the background and smiled.

“Camilla,” Jezebel said. “Is everything all right?”

She told her about the soldiers she’d joined and her efforts to get inside the castle.

“It sounds like they’re making armor for humans,” the princess said with a frown.

“That would be my guess, too.”

“This doesn’t make any sense. Have you seen any prisoners in their camp?”

“No, Your Highness. I’m wondering if they’re keeping them in the castle somewhere. The dungeons, perhaps? But neither these soldiers nor I have seen any evidence of activity in the castle.”

Jezebel told her where to find a couple of the other hidden tunnels. “Glean what you can, but don’t take any great risks. If you do find Nyro in there, get out as quickly as you can.”

Camilla conferred with Mobo again, and they decided to wait until nightfall before executing their mission. She’d make them invisible, but they’d need to move uncomfortably close to the enemy camp to get through the city wall, and that would be safer under the cover of darkness.

She ate with the soldiers—they’d raided some of the stores the army had left behind. It was the same kind of fare she’d been getting by on since she’d been here, dried meat and fruit. But it was nice not to eat alone for once.

After dark, she set out with Mobo and Lance, making the three of them invisible. Stealth would be the key to their success, not strength in numbers. There was an entire army out there, so a larger force would be no help. Mobo led the way through the forest. The elves had a heavy guard stationed at the city gates, so they crossed the road about a mile out and then moved in closer.

Camilla took the lead after that. South of the gates, but still well north of the army camp, she took them right up to the city wall. This section had fallen into extreme disrepair prior to Princess Jezebel’s reign, and she’d had it rebuilt. A stone walkway surrounded the wall, and Jezebel had told her how to locate a slab that covered the entrance to a secret tunnel. It was slow going—they had only the moons to light their way, making it tough to see very much.

Finally, she found it. A flower marking etched into the corner of one of the slabs. Calling air, she lifted the stone off the ground, sliding it over on top of the next one. Sure enough, this revealed a hidden stairway underneath. Mobo led the way, Lance right behind him, and Camilla last. She called air again to slide the stone back into place, plunging them into utter darkness.

Camilla called a small flame to light their way, and they continued down the steps. At the bottom, they found a tunnel leading under the city wall. They followed that, eventually reaching another set of steps. Moving up those, they found a trapdoor at the top. Camilla extinguished her flame, waited a minute for her eyes to adjust, then inched the door open. Peering into the space above them, she could see only a faint light within. Moving to the top of the steps, she risked a small flame.

As Jezebel had told her, it was a storage room in the back of a bakery. She beckoned the two soldiers to follow her. She closed the trapdoor behind them, and they moved through the space. Mobo led them out of the shop and into the city. Again, the emptiness struck Camilla. In all the years she’d lived here, she’d never seen the streets of Spanbrook Town so lifeless.

Halfway across town, they reached the potter’s shop they were seeking. Jezebel had told her there was a false wall in the back. Pressing the right stone would activate the mechanism to move that aside, revealing a hidden stairway leading down to the secret tunnel into the castle. Camilla called a small flame again, but they had trouble finding the right stone—it wasn’t where Jezebel had said it would be.

Finally, they found it. Three stones from the left, not from the right as she’d been told. Mobo and Lance moved into the stairway, and Camilla closed the wall behind them. Down the steps, through a long tunnel, and they reached another stairway delving even deeper. The light of Camilla’s flame didn’t reach the bottom—she knew they’d have to cross under the moat, so this wasn’t surprising.

On the other side, they reached another long stairway leading up. And at the top, they reached the movable section of the wall leading into the castle. This time, they found the stone they needed to press exactly where it was supposed to be. Moving through the entry and closing the false wall behind them, they found themselves in a seldom-used area of the undercroft.

Camilla led the way across the castle. They passed through the dungeons, which were empty, much to her surprise. After seeing the armor the elves were making, she felt sure they’d find it full of people.

They reached the stairway to the main level, stopping to listen for a moment. It was utterly silent. They crept up the steps, emerging in the main entry hall. There were no signs of life here. Camilla led them through the castle, checking the administrative area, the great hall, the private dining room, and the princesses’ chambers, but they found no one. Nor any evidence that anyone had been here since the evacuation.

“No Nyro,” Mobo said. “I’m not sure if I should feel relieved or disappointed.”

Camilla had to chuckle. “Both, I think. Come with me—I want to check one more thing.”

She led them up to the ramparts, moving around to the east side, overlooking the army camp. From this vantage point, she could see that there was a huge opening on this end of the command center tent, too. There was a flickering light inside, but from this angle, she couldn’t see much beyond the entrance. If Nyro were in there, she’d have no way to know it.

“That’s the tent you told us about?” Lance said. “Where you saw Nyro go?”

“Yes, but I can’t imagine she’s still in there,” Camilla said with a sigh.

“Might be,” Mobo said. “Could be smart to keep a watch around the clock. Both here and somewhere with a view of the other end. In case she comes out.”

“I know the perfect spot,” Camilla said. “I’ll contact⁠—”

At that moment, a blinding light erupted inside the tent, and Camilla had to shield her eyes. It was as if someone had captured the sun and brought it to earth.

“What the hell is that?” Lance said, turning his head away from the light.

Everything went dark again, and Camilla couldn’t see a thing. Once her eyes had adjusted, she spotted two figures moving through the camp, out beyond the tent, illuminated only by the campfires. Both were female elves, tall, black, and naked. They were too far away to get a good look at their faces, so Camilla couldn’t tell if either of them had a scar running down one cheek. But of all the elves they’d encountered so far, only Nyro and some of her Sacred Circle had gone about in the nude.

For the next hour, the elves moved through the army, stopping to talk with various soldiers. A core group followed them around like sheep, and Camilla figured they had to be her top generals and mages. After that, the pair led their entourage back into the command tent. As before, a brilliant light erupted from within, disappearing again only seconds later. Camilla stayed on the ramparts with Mobo and Lance for the rest of the night, but the two elves did not make another appearance.


Chapter 2
Council


Allison knew she was dreaming but couldn’t wake up. She was walking through a castle undercroft, but it was nowhere she recognized. It was dark, the small flame she’d called providing the only light. Jezebel was calling out to her, but Allison didn’t know where she was. She was trying to follow the sound of her voice, but it kept echoing off the stone walls, making it impossible to find the source.

I’m dreaming. This isn’t real, she told herself. But it didn’t help. For some reason, she was terrified.

“Jezebel?” she cried. “Where are you?”

Her own voice echoed off the stone, and it didn’t seem that Jezebel had heard her. She kept calling Allison’s name, too. Finally, Allison spotted her wife in the distance, far across the undercroft—it seemed like it went on for miles. She called out to her again, but Jezebel didn’t see her.

Allison ran toward her, the sound of her footfalls multiplied a million times, and finally Jezebel spotted her. Allison smiled, but Jezebel screamed, her expression one of horror. Allison didn’t understand, until suddenly she realized she herself was on fire.

Waking with a start, Allison sat up in bed, throwing the covers off of her. It was only a dream. There were no flames, only moonlight streaming in through the window. Jezebel lay beside her, sound asleep. They were inside the castle in Stoutwall, where they’d been staying since the battle. Allison breathed a sigh of relief. Despite knowing it was a dream, it had seemed so real.

Slipping out of bed, Allison padded over to the door connecting their room to their daughters’. She opened it, careful not to make any noise. Peering into the other room, she could see Leda and Alanna lying in bed, breathing softly. Leda was curled up in a ball, Alanna spread eagle beside her, one arm lying on Leda’s head. Allison had to stifle a giggle.

She returned to her own chamber, closing the door softly behind her. Gazing out the window, she saw the moonlight reflecting off the lake. Dawn was approaching, and she doubted she’d get back to sleep, so she decided to start her day. Slipping out of her nightgown, she donned her armor, the leather like a second skin.

Allison walked through the castle and into the courtyard, pulling her carpet out of the void and unfurling it on the ground. Sitting in the center she took off, startling a couple of the dragons. They’d taken to roosting on the castle walls at night, like a flock of giant, serpentine birds. Allison had to laugh.

Shooting over the waterfall, she circled the lake a couple of times, flying at top speed for the pure joy of it. After that, she spiraled outward from the castle, on the lookout for any unwelcome intruders below. All was quiet and peaceful, though, the landscape betraying no evidence of the violence that had taken place here only a few days earlier.

The sun had cracked the horizon by the time she returned to the castle. She spotted some of their soldiers stirring in the army camp outside the walls. It was staggering how many troops they’d assembled here—and how many they’d lost. And for what? Nyro was still at large, undoubtedly preparing for her next attack.

This peace and quiet was a lie. Anoria was on the brink of apocalypse. The elf they’d captured in Spanbrook told them Nyro wanted to exterminate their people. The entire continent. And Syllith had confirmed Nyro’s intentions. They’d managed to deal her an unexpected blow here, but this respite wouldn’t last much longer. She’d regroup and formulate a new plan that was sure to unleash horrors they would never see coming.

Landing in the courtyard, Allison rolled up her carpet and tucked it into the void. The dragons were waking up, stretching and roaring to announce the sunrise like so many roosters before taking off to hunt for their breakfast. Allison could only hope they’d forego the local livestock in favor of wild game in the forest surrounding most of the lake.

Heading into the great hall, Allison spotted Shatter sitting near the head table. Only a handful of people were here this early, and it didn’t look like the staff was serving breakfast yet. Except that Shatter had several platters of meat and eggs in front of him—enough food for three or four people.

“Good morning,” Allison said with a smile, sitting down next to him. She’d agreed to an early training session with him, Imani, and Battleaxe, and they’d decided to meet here.

Shatter grunted a reply as he scarfed down his food. Allison couldn’t stand to eat before training. The mere thought of it nauseated her. Battleaxe showed up a few minutes later, sitting down next to Allison.

“That does look good,” she said, eyeing Shatter’s feast, “but I think I’ll eat after we’re done.”

“My thought exactly,” Allison said.

Shatter belched.

“I could use some coffee, though,” Battleaxe said, gazing around the hall. “I’m going to go find some.”

She strode off toward the kitchen, returning a minute later with a flagon and four mugs on a big tray. Setting it all down on the table, she poured herself some. “Coffee?”

“Yes, please,” Allison said.

Shatter grunted and nodded. Battleaxe poured them each a mug. She and Allison drank their coffee and chatted while Shatter finished his meal.

“Where the hell is Imani?” Battleaxe said, getting to her feet when Shatter was done.

“I haven’t seen her,” Allison said, standing up and pushing in her chair. “I’ll run upstairs and see if I can find her. I think I know which room she’s in.”

“Never mind,” said Battleaxe, nodding toward the door.

Allison turned to see Imani striding over to them. “I’m not late, am I?”

“You? Never,” Battleaxe said, her voice deadpan.

“Shatter just finished his breakfast,” Allison said with a grin, “so you’re right on time.”

“Let’s do this,” Shatter said, belching again.

He led them out of the castle, across the moat, and onto the grounds, between the army camp and the lake. Like Allison, Battleaxe had already donned her leather armor. They found Shatter and Imani’s squires waiting for them, each standing guard over a pile of plate armor. It was going to take those two a while to get suited up, so Allison and Battleaxe squared off.

They’d agreed not to use magic against each other in these sessions—Imani was no mage, so that wouldn’t be fair. And they wanted to focus on their fighting skills. They could, however, use void magic to switch weapons.

In recent times, Allison had been fighting primarily with her two longswords. But those had been damaged beyond repair in the recent battle. She actually had more experience with her two-handed sword, though, and decided to use that today.

She pulled her blade out of oblivion, and Battleaxe her axes. They circled each other for a few moments until Battleaxe charged, swinging both weapons. Allison evaded one axe, parrying the other with her blade, spinning around for a vicious overhead stroke. Back and forth they fought, neither able to gain any advantage. Allison managed to knock one axe out of her hand at one point, but Battleaxe pulled another out of the void and kept fighting.

After twenty minutes of this, they decided to call it a draw. Battleaxe tucked her weapons into the void, giving Allison a one-armed hug and patting her back. Allison was soaked in sweat but felt good. She’d spent most of the time since the battle trying to imagine what Nyro’s next move might be, and the vigorous exercise finally got her mind off that.

Shatter and Imani were ready, so they faced each other next. They were of a similar height, but Imani was thin and muscular, while Shatter was built like a mountain, much more massive than the Shifari woman. Like Allison, Imani wielded a two-handed great sword, and Shatter used his long-handled sword with the spike on the back end.

Allison was quite familiar with Imani’s fighting style, so she paid close attention to Shatter, analyzing his tactics. His method was simple and direct, relying on his brute strength more often than not. But he was fast, too, much more so than Allison would have expected for someone so huge. And efficient—he moved no more than necessary, expending as little energy as possible.

Imani was agile and flexible, and Allison knew only too well how difficult it could be to land a solid blow on her. Shatter seemed to grow frustrated by this and started overcommitting on some of his attacks. Only slightly, but it was enough for Imani to unbalance him. After one such exchange, she tried kicking him in the ribs to knock him down, but it had no effect; she bounced off of him.

In the end, Shatter’s greater size and weight proved too much for the Shifari. He disarmed her, throwing her to the ground and planting the spike on the joint between her helmet and breastplate.

“Yield!” he shouted. Imani laughed, trying to dislodge his weapon, but couldn’t move it. Shatter growled at her.

“All right, all right—you win,” she said.

Several people from the army camp had wandered over to watch, and they cheered for Shatter.

“Good fight,” Battleaxe said, nodding appreciatively. “Great focus,” she added to Shatter. “Didn’t let her distract you.”

“Why would I be distracted?” he said with a frown.

“She’s got that same energy as Allure,” Allison told him. “Don’t you feel it?”

“Sympathetic magic does not affect me,” Shatter said.

“No kidding?” Battleaxe said. “So Allure can’t read you?”

“She’s tried, but no,” he confirmed.

“How do you do it?” Battleaxe asked Allison. “I hear you two spar all the time. Her sex magic doesn’t distract you?”

Imani chuckled.

“One gets used to it, I suppose,” Allison said, catching Imani’s gaze and smiling.

“My ‘sex magic’ stopped working on Her Highness once we’d slept together a couple of times,” Imani said with a grin.

Battleaxe’s jaw dropped. “Damn. I had no idea you two were involved. Does Princess Jezebel know?” she added.

Allison felt herself blushing. “Yes, she knows—she condoned it. But it was only a fling. Very short-lived.”

“You’ve got a bit of that sex magic, too, you know,” Battleaxe said to Allison.

“Oh, please,” she said, shaking her head. “You’re imagining things.”

“No, I don’t think so,” said Battleaxe. “Not as strong as Imani or Allure perhaps, but it’s there.” Allison had been told this before but thought it was ridiculous.

Battleaxe and Imani agreed to go next. Battleaxe offered to give her a few minutes to catch her breath, but Imani hardly seemed winded. She told her she needed no rest. They fought, and at first, it seemed like Imani might overwhelm her old schoolmate.

“Damn sex magic,” Battleaxe muttered, and Allison realized she must have been distracted.

Battleaxe disarmed the Shifari woman after that, but still couldn’t land a killing blow with her axes. She managed to keep Imani from recovering her sword, and once the Shifari disarmed her, they fought empty-handed. Imani’s longer reach proved too great an advantage to overcome, so Battleaxe finally tackled her, and they wrestled until Battleaxe put her in a chokehold. Imani struggled to escape but ultimately yielded.

The crowd had grown during the match, and they had a couple of dozen spectators now. They cheered for both women.

Allison faced off with Shatter next. She chose double sabers instead of her usual two-handed sword. Shatter’s reach with that nightmare weapon of his would exceed her own regardless of what she used, negating any advantage of the longsword. And the two sabers would improve her defense against the power of his swing.

The fight started, and Allison took the initiative. Charging her opponent before he could swing his blade, she sliced at his neck with both sabers, one after the other. Shatter was incredibly nimble for such a large man, and slipped out of the way, countering with an attack of his own. Allison kept him on defense after that, going at him with every conceivable attack, but Shatter evaded them all.

Tucking her sabers into the void and swapping them for daggers, she tried a new strategy. Shatter’s weapon was too large for close-quarters fighting, so she stayed close, trying to slip her blades into the joints in his armor. He grunted in frustration, lifting her by the neck with one hand and tossing her away from him.

Allison hit the ground hard, the impact knocking the wind out of her. His unconventional move had taken her by surprise. She scrambled to her feet as he pursued her, swinging his blade over and over again. The daggers were useless at this range, so she switched them out for her two-handed sword.

For several minutes, they fought hard, each pressing the attack against the other. Allison was most proficient with this blade, but it didn’t matter. Shatter was too fast and strong. She misjudged his swing one time, and the force of the blow when she tried to parry broke her sword in two. He swept out her legs with the butt end of his weapon, placing the blade against her throat as she hit the ground.

“Yield!” he shouted. Allison thought about producing another weapon and trying to get out of this, but it was no use. He was pressing his blade into her neck, and while the spells she’d woven into her armor stopped it from piercing the leather, the blunt force might collapse her windpipe. “YIELD!” Shatter repeated.

“I yield!” Allison screamed.

Shatter grinned at her, withdrawing his blade and holding out one hand to help her up. “You fight well,” he said as she regained her feet. “I had to work for that.”

Allison realized then that their audience had continued growing, and there were at least a hundred soldiers now, men and women, all cheering for Shatter. It seemed like most of them were from Stoutwall.

“You’re saying it wasn’t any work to beat me?” Imani said with a grin.

Shatter only shrugged.

“That council meeting is starting soon,” Battleaxe said, “but this was fun. We should do it again.”

“Agreed,” said Allison. “It’ll help me sharpen my skills.” Shatter was the toughest fighter she’d ever faced, and the best way to improve was to practice against someone better.

“Sounds like a plan,” Imani agreed, as her squire helped her out of her armor. “But right now, I’m sweating like a pig, and I can’t stand my own stink.” She stripped out of her undergarments, going completely nude, and striding off across the grounds. Her squire watched her with a grin. Much of the crowd had gone back to the camp, but the stragglers cheered and whistled for Imani.

“Uh… where is she going?” Battleaxe said.

“The lake, I think,” Allison said, following her. “Come on!”

Battleaxe went with her, but Shatter stayed behind. Sure enough, Imani jumped into the water. “Much better,” she called out to them. “Come on!”

Battleaxe gave Allison a frown. “Public nudity’s not my thing.”

Some of the spectators from their sparring session had followed them, and more were coming.

“Mine neither,” Allison said with a shrug. “But that does look refreshing.” She started removing her armor, and the gathering crowd cheered her on.

“Fuck it,” Battleaxe said as Allison finished stripping, tucked her armor into the void, and ran toward the water. She took off her armor and joined the other two in the lake. Before Allison knew it, half of the watching soldiers had jumped in as well.

The swim in the cold water was invigorating, and Allison felt clean by the time she returned to dry land. Dozens of soldiers had joined them in the lake, but Allison, Imani, and Battleaxe needed to get ready for their council meeting. Allison called air to dry off Imani and herself, and Battleaxe cast her own spell.

Imani strode off toward the camp with no thought for her lack of clothing. Bathing nude was one thing, but Allison was not about to traipse through the castle that way, and her armor was wet and smelly. She and Battleaxe both cast illusion spells to make it look like they were wearing clothes, then headed back to the castle together.

Jezebel greeted Allison with a kiss when she reached their chambers. “Swimming in the nude?” she asked. “I saw you from the window and wished I could have joined you.”

“It wouldn’t do to have the ruling princess so exposed,” Allison replied with a grin, canceling her illusion spell. Jezebel looked her up and down, flashing her a sultry smile. “I’m only a princess consort, so I can get away with it.”

“You’re probably right,” Jezebel said with a sigh.

“Why couldn’t you have joined us, though? Other than the impropriety?”

“I just finished speaking with Camilla,” she said with a meaningful look.

“What’s happening?”

“I’ll fill you in at the meeting,” Jezebel said. “Come on—we’d better go before we’re late.”

Allison threw on some clothes, and the two of them headed down to Augustine’s private dining hall. His council chambers were too small for all the extra attendees. In addition to his usual staff, Prince Carlo and his daughter, Princess Yolanda, from Blackstone were present, as well as Allison, Jezebel, Khaldun, Mira, Gregor, Amari, and Imani from Spanbrook, Allure, Sage, Battleaxe, and Mist from the university, Prince Leto from Keepstone, and Commandant Bishop from the Bastion. Allison had flown Governor Amelia back to the university the previous day.

Prince Augustine called the meeting to order, and said, “I believe Princess Jezebel has some news for us this morning.”

“Yes,” Jezebel said, clearing her throat. “I just spoke with our witch, Camilla, by mirror. She’s in Spanbrook, keeping an eye on things for us, as you all know.” She spent several minutes explaining everything Camilla had seen and done the previous day.

“They’re crafting armor for humans?” Allison said. “But Camilla found no evidence of human prisoners in the castle or the camp?”

Jezebel shrugged. “I can’t explain it.”

“We diminished her forces,” said Augustine. “If she is holding prisoners somewhere, it would make sense to arm and equip them to fight against us. She could use magic to compel them into service. We’ll have to keep an eye out for this.”

“Camilla also suggested Nyro’s absence might make this a good time for a surprise attack on her army,” said Jezebel.

“Surely Nyro can communicate with her commanders via mirror, just like we do,” said Khaldun. “By opening a portal, she could join the battle within minutes if we were to attack.”

“So Nyro’s not residing in your castle,” Leto said.

“Nor anywhere in Anoria,” Jezebel said. “The light of the sun inside that tent? That must be Nyro opening a portal back to the elven continent. It would be daylight there when it’s night here. She took Emma there, and that must be where she’s staying.”

“Literally the light of the sun, then,” Prince Carlo observed. “Shining through her portal.”

“Yes,” Jezebel agreed.

“Would mirrors work over such a large distance?” asked Battleaxe.

“We’ve never tried it,” said Sage. “But there’s no reason to believe they wouldn’t.”

“Assuming one of the visiting elves is Nyro,” said Allure, “who’s her companion? An elf mage reanimated by a new demon, perhaps?”

“That’s my guess,” Jezebel said.

“We need to find out for sure,” Allison said. “I should fly there today. Observe her camp from the castle night and day until she returns.”

“You won’t be able to tell if it’s a normal elf mage or a demon reanimating an elf body,” Khaldun pointed out. “Mira should go with you. She’ll know the difference if she gets them inside her null.”

“Fair enough,” Allison agreed. “But I was thinking it could be Emma.”

“That’s a good point,” said Sage. “Leaving Syllith behind last time turned out to be her undoing. I doubt she’d risk that again. She’s probably taking Emma with her everywhere. It would be simple enough to keep her under an illusion spell.”

“Or perhaps Nyro’s companion is an elf mage, and she’s keeping Emma tucked into the void,” said Gregor.

“Not possible,” said Allure. “Nothing in the void can move through a portal.”

“One way or another, it would be best to find out who it is,” said Jezebel. “Doing so will give us an idea of what Nyro’s doing. And if it is Emma, we may be able to rescue her.”

“Forgive me for my ignorance,” said Carlo, “but we’ve never been assigned a sorcerer in Blacksand, much less a necromancer. Could we perhaps spend a few minutes discussing how all of that works—both in general, and how it happened for Nyro? I understand things are different for her now as a demon, but I’m not entirely clear on the mechanics of it.”

“Governor Allure?” said Augustine. “Shatter’s been with me for years, so I have a rudimentary understanding of these matters, but I’m sure your explanation would be most enlightening. And reviewing all of this might spark an idea that could help us defeat our mortal foe.”

“Yes, of course,” Allure said, taking a moment to collect her thoughts. “I suppose it starts with one’s heredity. Only someone with a history of magic in their family can become a mage. And to become a sorcerer, one must inherit the talent from both parents. Not everyone with magic in their blood will become a witch or wizard, and similarly, only a small percentage of those with a double inheritance will become a sorcerer.

“Anyone with magic can choose to become a mage or not. The basic talent typically manifests itself at a young age, but will not develop without an instrument—a wand or staff—and a teacher.

“Becoming a sorcerer, however, is not a matter of choice. Either one transforms or not. The metamorphosis changes the body—you’re all familiar with the outward signs.”

“Golden skin and red eyes,” Carlo said. “Chiseled features.”

“Exactly,” Allure said with a nod. “But more importantly, the change opens the mage’s channels of power. His or her own body becomes the conduit for the magical force, so no instrument is necessary.”

“Dredmort used the rite of binding to create the wraiths,” Jezebel said. “That’s what happens when you try to use it on a normal mage.”

“Yes, that’s right,” Allure said with a nod. “Nyro created many wraiths during her reign, and they were not seen in Anoria again until Dredmort.

“Nyro and her Sacred Circle all started out as sorcerers. It has been our practice for all of recorded history to bind every sorcerer to a conjurnor. In essence, the mage’s soul is tethered to the conjurnor’s, and they can do that person no harm. Moreover, during the rite, the conjurnor learns the mage’s true name. Uttering that in the naming rite destroys the mage, body and soul.”

“So they cannot become a demon,” Augustine said. “They’re just… gone.”

“Yes, that’s correct,” Allure said. “In recent times, that’s what happened to Myrddin of Spanbrook as well as Enigma and Syllith from the university. Those mages can never return as demons.”

“And what about necromancers?” asked Yolanda. “They’re physically different, too, aren’t they? My understanding is that Myrddin’s irises turned white.”

“They did,” said Allure. “And his skin became translucent. Those are the only outward changes when a sorcerer becomes a necromancer. In theory, any sorcerer can use most of the spells that involve necromancy. Summoning ghouls and demons, for example. In reality, few have an affinity for the spirit realm. Princess Allison and I both do, but it’s fairly rare.

“Becoming a necromancer is different. To do so requires a rite of binding similar to the one a sorcerer undergoes. Only this one binds a sorcerer’s soul to a demon. In essence, the two are merged as one. The rite for binding a demon was lost for centuries after Nyro’s downfall.”

“Until we found it in Spanbrook,” said Khaldun. “Nyro wrote it down on a scroll she hid in a concealed cavity in the mage’s tower, along with the pyramid artifact she’s using now to create her portals.”

“Dredmort found a copy of the spell in Fosland before that,” Allure said. “One of the ancient governors retired there and recorded it in one of the books he wrote. We recovered those tomes along with Dredmort’s notes after Henry was defeated.

“Historically, the university has never assigned more than one sorcerer to any princedom,” Allure continued, “or kingdom in the old days. They assigned Nyro to King Saliman of Pytha. And unbeknownst to the governors, those two began abducting unbound sorcerers before they could be taken to the university. Nyro bound them all to Saliman.

“Nyro also had a strong affinity to the spirit world. She bound a demon and became a necromancer. Over time, every Pythan sorcerer became a necromancer. And by the time Saliman revealed what he had done, it was too late. Commanding the power of so many necromancers, he overran the entire continent.

“Nyro was the most powerful mage in the history of Anoria. She found a way to reverse her bond to Saliman, effectively making her his conjurnor. In so doing, she retook her true name.”

“What does that mean, exactly?” Khaldun said. “I remember Raphael telling Princess Jezebel and me about that. But I’m not sure I ever understood it. Saliman knew Nyro’s true name. Did he just forget it when she reversed the bond?”

Allure took a deep breath. “It’s tough to explain. When someone becomes a conjurnor, no one tells them the sorcerer’s true name. They just know it. The rite of binding plants that information in their consciousness.”

“Yes, that’s exactly how it happened for me,” Jezebel said. “Both times.”

“When Nyro reversed that bond, the magic she used would have revealed Saliman’s true name to her the same way,” Allure said. “And taken knowledge of her true name away from him. So he wouldn’t have known it anymore.”

“Saliman wasn’t a sorcerer, though,” said Imani. “How could he have a true name?”

“Before Nyro, it was believed only sorcerers had one,” said Sage. “But her ability to learn Saliman’s changed that. He wasn’t even a mage, and he had one, so the thinking now is that everyone must have a true name. Unfortunately, there’s no way to test the theory. Other than Nyro’s reversal, the rite of binding is the only known method of exposing someone’s true name.”

“Dredmort invoked the wraiths’ true names to end them,” Allure said, “providing further evidence that everyone has one. They were witches and wizards before they were transformed, not sorcerers.”

“Long ago, when Raphael first told Khaldun and me about true names, he said that any sorcerer who learned their own could use it to live forever,” Jezebel said. “Yet they were able to kill Nyro after she learned her own true name. How is that possible?”

“Learning your own true name would make you immortal, that much is true,” Sage said. “In theory, at least. As far as we know, Nyro’s the only one who ever gained such knowledge—and she might well have lived forever were it not for the elves. But learning your true name doesn’t prevent you from being killed.”

“There might be an opportunity there,” Khaldun said. “Saliman knew Nyro’s true name for years, right?” Sage nodded. “He could have written it down somewhere. Or revealed it to his heir. The knowledge could be out there somewhere. And if it is, and we can find it, that could be the answer. Using the rite of naming on Nyro would destroy her for good.”

“They must have searched for that during the war with the elves,” Leto said. “Surely if it had been recorded somewhere, they would have found it.”

“We should contact Azure,” Mira said. “His people were going to translate the tome we found in Ostland—maybe there’s some mention of this in there.”

“I’m sorry, but what are you talking about?” said Augustine. “What tome?”

Mira told them all about the historian from Blacksand and the book he’d hidden in Ostland. “Highgate’s translators provided us with a summary of the important points, but the invasion started before we ever got a chance to see the full translation.”

“It’s worth investigating,” said Allure. “Acquiring Nyro’s true name would change everything.”

“Is it possible to cancel the magic when someone invokes your true name?” Khaldun asked.

“No,” said Allure. “It’s not like other spells. The true name captures a person’s most fundamental essence. Invoking it acts directly upon the mage’s being, without using any of the forces as a medium, so there is nothing to cancel.”

“So we could invoke Nyro’s true name even from within Mira’s null?” he asked.

“Probably not,” said Sage. “Remember, the null works differently. Cancelling a spell negates it. The presence of the null prevents the magic from ever forming in the first place. That’s the only thing that could protect against the invocation of a true name.”

“So Nyro couldn’t counteract it somehow if we were to invoke hers?” Khaldun asked.

Allure and Sage exchanged a glance, and Allure said, “We don’t think so. But again, Nyro is unique. For any other sorcerer or necromancer, it would be impossible, but Nyro is the only one who’s ever retaken her own true name. We don’t believe that would prevent the invocation from working against her, but this is completely untested.”

“And Nyro’s just a demon now?” said Carlo. “If I’ve got this right, the elves killed Nyro and the rest of her necromancers, but only their bodies died. Their souls were trapped in Pytha?”

“You’ve got it right,” Allure said with a nod. “When Nyro reversed her bond with Saliman, she took over as emperor. And because the other necromancers were bound to Saliman, she gained control over them through him. They became her Sacred Circle, as we refer to them now. For generations, Saliman’s direct descendants inherited both his bond to Nyro and the other necromancers’ bonds to him.

“When the elves killed them, only their bodies died—dissolving their bonds to Saliman’s heir—and their souls continued as demons. Their souls had merged with their demons when they became necromancers, so each of them existed as a single entity in the spirit realm from that day forward. And as demons, they could possess living beings. That’s how Nyro controlled Syllith at first. Once she was liberated from Pytha, she possessed Syllith’s body and took over completely.

“Once she reached the elven continent, Nyro killed an elf mage named Estrid, left Syllith’s body, and reanimated Estrid’s. She’s stuck in that body until it dies. As it turns out, a human sorcerer can be bound to her in that form. That’s why Nyro abducted the witch, Gemma, from Spanbrook. She forced her to bind Syllith to her. Once that was done, she forced Syllith to bind each member of her Sacred Circle, becoming a necromancer in the process. And each of them reanimated a dead elf, just as Nyro had done with Estrid.”

“Which means that like she had done through Saliman and his descendants, Nyro controlled her Sacred Circle through Syllith,” Carlo said. “They were bound to Syllith, and she was bound to Nyro.”

“Yes,” Allure said with a nod. “When Syllith finally escaped and came here, we performed the rite of binding to reassign her bond to Gregor. Her soul became tethered to his instead of Nyro’s.”

“And then Gregor spoke her true name, destroying Syllith body and soul, and in the process, destroying every member of the Sacred Circle, because each of them had merged with her soul,” said Carlo. “Do I have that right?”

“You do,” Allure said with a smile. “And that is the whole story.”

“Only it’s not,” said Prince Augustine, “because Nyro has taken Emma Barclay, giving her the ability to start over. She can trigger Emma’s transformation into a sorcerer, force someone to bind her, making Nyro her conjurnor, and then force Emma to bind a new crop of demons. They won’t be as powerful as her Sacred Circle, but they will still make her formidable.”

Jezebel gasped. “I didn’t think about this—Nyro needs another mage to bind Emma to her. Emma can’t perform the rite of binding on herself. And as a reanimated elf, Nyro is incapable of performing that spell because it works with someone’s soul.”

“That’s correct,” said Sage. “She needs a human mage to perform the rite of binding for her.”

“Has anyone here gone missing since the battle?” Allison asked. “Any mages?”

None of them were aware of any.

“I wonder what she’s waiting for,” Carlo said.

“She could take a mage from anywhere,” said Khaldun. “It’s possible she’s done so already.”

“Knowing Nyro, I’d expect her to try taking one from Stoutwall,” Jezebel said. “If only to demoralize and intimidate us.”

“She’ll need time to regroup, though,” Allure said. “Destroying the Sacred Circle was a major blow—she could not have been expecting that, or she wouldn’t have left Syllith behind.”

“And due to my presence, she couldn’t have foreseen it,” said Mira. “My null prevents prophetic visions from getting through.”

“Yes,” Allure said. “Nyro will need some time to formulate a new plan, and she must be moving very cautiously, taking great care to plot her next steps in a way that prevents us from stopping her.”

“Lady Mira, perhaps it would be best for you to protect the castle with your null for the time being,” Augustine suggested. “Nyro could acquire a mage from anywhere in Anoria, but at least this will impede her from taking any of ours.”

“That would be a wise precaution, Your Highness,” Allure agreed. “If we need to use any spells or communicate by mirror, we can do so outside the castle.”

Mira focused for a moment. Allison felt her magic die—she hated this feeling. “It’s done, Your Highness. I’ll leave my null in place at all times until instructed otherwise.”

“Thank you,” Augustine said with a nod.

Not long after Mira’s transformation into a sorcerer, they learned that her null would prevent a demon from entering or leaving the spirit realm. It also made it impossible for a demon to possess someone or leave a body it had previously possessed. Over the years, they had discovered that no demon could enter or leave her null, either. Any demon nearby when she expanded her null would be trapped there until she extinguished it.

As a demon, not even Nyro could penetrate Mira’s null from the outside. In her reanimated elvish body, however, she had no such trouble. Like any elf or human, she could come or go as she pleased. But she still couldn’t use her magic in the null, and wouldn’t be able to enter the castle through a portal as long as that was in place.

“Do we know for sure Nyro can force Emma to become a sorcerer?” Carlo asked. “How would she know if she inherited magic from both parents?”

“Emma and I both did,” said Jezebel. “Allure gave me a reading many years ago, and did not find the potential for the transformation in me. But Syllith did not possess that potential, either, and Nyro was able to trigger her metamorphosis anyway.”

“Nyro can read people the same way I can,” said Allure. “She would have sensed the dual inheritance in Emma and known she could force her to transform.”

“It would seem her ability to read people exceeds yours,” Allison said. “When she was here looking for Syllith, she learned of the seven-sided tower by reading Prince Augustine’s thoughts.”

“That would explain how her demons found us,” said Sage. “You’re sure about this?”

“No, I’m not,” Allison said. She’d been on her way to the university with Sage and the others at the time, but Jezebel told her about their encounter with Nyro. “Your Highness?”

Augustine frowned. “Yes, I do believe she’s correct. I told Nyro that Syllith was not here, but I was thinking about our plan. She stared at me, and it felt like she was boring into my mind with her eyes. I don’t understand how that’s possible.”

“Sympathetic magic is usually more limited,” said Allure. “I can sense someone’s magical potential and what drives them. Intuit was able to read someone’s intentions and sense whether they were telling the truth or not. But it may be that Nyro’s power goes further.”

“Shit—does that mean she could learn Allison’s and my true names by reading Princess Jezebel?” Khaldun asked.

“Quite possibly,” said Allure. “It wouldn’t matter though. This is not common knowledge, but only the conjurnor can destroy a living mage by invoking their true name. The bond between their souls must exist for that to work. If I or anyone else but Princess Jezebel were to invoke your true name, nothing would happen.”

“I had no idea,” said Jezebel. “I was under the impression anyone could use it that way.”

“As are most people who know anything about this subject,” Allure said.

“But that means learning Nyro’s true name wouldn’t help us destroy her after all,” Khaldun said.

“She’s no longer a living mage,” Allure said, “and she has no conjurnor. Anyone can destroy a demon by invoking their true name.”

“As long as that demon isn’t bound by a necromancer,” Sage added. “When Aldo invoked Myrddin’s true name, that act destroyed both the necromancer and his demon. When a necromancer binds a demon, their soul merges with it, and their own true name supersedes the demon’s.”

“If Nyro can read minds, that’s going to make it impossible to defeat her in single combat,” Allison observed.

“Is that how she defeated Shatter?” Augustine asked, meeting his sorcerer’s gaze.

“No, Your Highness,” Shatter said. “Sympathetic magic does not affect me. Nyro is a better fighter.”

“Do we understand how that works?” Allison asked Allure. “Is there a way we could make ourselves unreadable to Nyro?”

Allure turned to Sage, who shrugged.

“We’ll have to think about that,” said Sage. “The fact that Shatter can’t be read that way proves it’s possible. It may be something we can duplicate.”

“That could prove critical if we are to defeat her,” Augustine said. “In the meantime, I do agree with Camilla that we may have an opportunity here. Without Nyro or her Sacred Circle on the field, we may be able to score a decisive blow against her army.

“But first it would be wise to establish the identity of Nyro’s companion. Or at least, that being’s nature—elf mage or demon in elf form.”

“Or Emma under an illusion spell,” Jezebel said.

“I can depart for Spanbrook immediately,” said Allison. “If Lady Mira is ready?”

“I don’t see why not,” Mira said.

“This mission is for reconnaissance only,” Allure said. “No heroic acts. You’re not ready to face Nyro.”

“Agreed,” said Allison. “You have my word.”

“Allure and I will put our heads together regarding ways to block sympathetic magic,” Sage said. “That could get you one step closer to being ready.”

“I have one more matter I need to address,” Jezebel said. “Emma is still in my line of succession.”

“That’s not good,” Khaldun said. “I should have thought of that. If something happens to you, our bonds will pass to Emma,” he added, nodding to Allison. They’d kept Emma first in line until their daughters came of age.

“Or to anyone Nyro puts in Emma’s line of succession once she becomes a sorcerer,” Allison said. “I could take care of this, but our potions are back in Spanbrook.”

“I can do it,” said Shatter. “Come with me to my tower after this. We’ll need Lady Mira to extinguish her null until the rite is complete.”

“Yes, of course,” Mira said. “I’ll do it now—we’ll lose that protection here once I leave for Spanbrook anyway.”

Allison felt her magic return and breathed a sigh of relief.

“Very well,” said Augustine, getting to his feet. “Let us adjourn for today. We’ll meet again when Princess Allison and Lady Mira return.”


Chapter 3
Spanbrook


Allison and Jezebel left with Khaldun and Mira, Shatter right behind them.

“Let me go change into my armor and I’ll meet you back here,” Mira said as they walked into the courtyard.

“You two will need to take my carpet,” Khaldun said.

“I always forget about that,” said Allison. Only Khaldun’s had the straps Mira needed to keep from falling off. “It might be better if you join us. I’m unaccustomed to flying with Mira on board.” Things were different when she could use magic to keep her passengers in place. Not having that would throw off her flying instincts.

“Yes, you should go with them,” Jezebel said to Khaldun. “We’ve still got plenty of other mages here.”

“We’ll meet you here,” Khaldun said with a nod. He took off with Mira, and Allison and Jezebel followed Shatter up to his tower.

The sorcerer’s potion cabinet was smaller than Khaldun’s, but Allison had never had the impression that potions were his forte. Of course, Khaldun had inherited his from Myrddin, who had long favored potions before becoming a necromancer. Shatter started preparing his concoction.

Jezebel had placed Emma first in her line of succession when she came of age, followed by their parents. They wanted to wait until the girls were older before adding them and agreed it still wasn’t time.

“Leda could probably handle it,” Allison said.

“Not with Alanna around to influence her,” Jezebel said with a grin. “No, for now, I think we should go back to my parents and my uncle, Treynor.”

Allison agreed. Shatter finished his work and said, “Names?”

Jezebel gave him the information and he handed her a vial. She drank the potion and Shatter performed the necessary magic.

Allison returned to her chambers with her after that. She called air to dry her armor, then changed into that. There were pockets sewn into the material to hold her mirror, leather helmet, and facemask, as well as leg sheaths for two daggers. Normally, she kept those items tucked into the void. But if Mira was going to be keeping her null extended from now on, it might be best to keep them in her armor instead.

Once she’d taken care of that, she pulled the rest of her weapons out of the void, laying them out on the floor. Two sabers, a second set of daggers, and a short sword. She missed her longsword, but these would do. She tucked the blades back into oblivion along with her carpet, then bade Jezebel farewell with a hug and a kiss.

“No unnecessary risks,” Jezebel said. “You promised.”

“You have my word,” Allison said. “If there’s any opportunity to rescue Emma, I’ll consult with you first.”

Allison ran down to the courtyard where Khaldun and Mira were waiting for her. Someone else was with them, and it took Allison a moment to register who it was.

“Lord Asterly,” she said as she approached them.

“Your Highness,” the young man said with a bow. “I apologize for intruding, but I was inquiring after Emma. Lord Khaldun and Lady Mira were just explaining what happened.” He paused to wipe a tear from his cheek. “I-I’m sorry to hear she’s in so much danger.”

“I don’t yet know how or when, but you have my word we’ll get her back safely,” Allison said, her throat burning. “You will have her hand in marriage.”

“Thank you, Your Highness,” he said, forcing a smile and bowing again before hurrying off.

“We have to get her back,” Allison said.

Khaldun and Mira had changed into their armor, too, and Mira had donned her sword belt and strapped a dagger to each leg. Allison knew Khaldun kept his own weapon tucked into the void like she did. He unfurled his carpet on the ground, and Mira sat down and started strapping herself in. Allison took her seat by the front edge, Khaldun at the rear.

Once Mira was ready, they took off, shooting into the sky. No thaumaturgic magic could work on Mira. As long as she kept her channels of power closed, spells would work in her presence, but they could never affect her directly. Khaldun’s magic kept the carpet aloft, drove it forward, and shielded them from the wind—but none of those spells had to act on Mira.

As they flew over the lake, Allison spotted a dragon in the distance matching their course. It moved closer and she realized it was Magna, Mira’s steed. The beast flew alongside them for a minute before roaring and circling back toward the castle. Allison knew Mira must have told him what was going on—he was sure to be concerned about her leaving without him. The dragons used sympathetic magic to communicate with their riders, otherwise it never would have worked with Mira.

Allison called air, adding her own power to Khaldun’s to double their speed. It still took half the day to make it to Spanbrook, and Allison’s joints were stiff by the time they reached Castle Barclay. She’d contacted Camilla by mirror during the flight, and they’d agreed to meet there. Khaldun had made them invisible before reaching the princedom, but to be safe, he kept them high above the enemy camp. Once past the castle, he dove, moving toward the keep from the west.

They landed on the roof, and he canceled the invisibility spell. The three of them got to their feet and stretched, and Khaldun tucked his carpet into the void. Camilla emerged from one of the towers, two soldiers in tow. Allison recognized Lance from their royal guard, but the other was unfamiliar. The witch embraced each of them in turn and introduced the second man as Mobo from the Eagle Company.

Allison headed toward the ramparts with Khaldun and Mira, making the three of them invisible. The enemy camp stretched across the fields to the east, their tents arranged in perfectly straight rows and columns. Allison made an estimate of their numbers.

“I count sixty thousand or so,” she said. “No change.” The troops who’d appeared outside of Highgate before the battle had joined the rest of their army not long after the main force arrived.

“I get the same number,” said Khaldun.

The combined armies of Spanbrook, Blacksand, Keepstone, the Bastion, and Stoutwall had numbered fifty thousand going into the Battle of Stoutwall. Only twenty thousand had survived. Princess Salerna had another twenty-five thousand in Highgate. If they transported every soldier here, they’d still be outnumbered. And the elvish soldiers were bigger, stronger, and faster than their own.

Their sorcerers were all stronger than the elf mages, though the elves outnumbered them. And they had the dragons now. But Nyro could get here very quickly. And even without her Sacred Circle, she alone might neutralize their entire cadre of thaumaturges.

They had Mira, and Nyro had nothing that could counter her null. At best, though, she could take magic off the table, and they’d be facing combat of arms against a vastly superior force. Surprise or not, Allison didn’t see how they could prevail. And on top of that, there was no telling what Nyro might be doing back in Drengrvollr to prepare for the next phase of this war.

With her Sacred Circle intact, Nyro could have crushed them in Stoutwall. They were fighting a losing battle, even with the dragons, and they all knew it. It was only Syllith’s bold move that had spared them their fate. And forced Nyro to regroup. Allison felt sure she’d want to be guaranteed a sweeping victory before making her next attempt.

“Nyro could be preparing to transport more troops,” Allison said out loud.

“That may be,” Khaldun agreed. “It would take weeks to get them here, though.”

They’d make the journey by ship, like the first wave. Even Nyro lacked the power to keep her portal open anywhere near long enough for an entire army to cross. Tucking them into the void wouldn’t help, because nothing could move through the portal that way. And making an ocean crossing by carpet was impossible, even for Nyro.

The three of them moved away from the parapet and Allison canceled the invisibility spell. Lance returned to the ramparts to keep watch, and the others followed Camilla inside, making their way down to the great hall. Camilla served them food from the castle’s provisions.

“We believe it must be Nyro you saw here that night,” Allison said. “And the light you reported had to be sunlight streaming through the portal from Drengrvollr. We’re unsure about the second elf, though.”

“They came again last night,” Camilla told them. “About the same time—around midnight or so. I’m not sure why they’re making their visits, and they don’t stay long. Only minutes.”

“Could be for morale,” Mira said. “Making sure her troops know she hasn’t abandoned them.”

“That may be,” Allison said. “Hopefully they’ll show up again tonight, and we’ll do our best to identify the second elf.”

Allison walked through the castle and she had to fight back the tears. They’d always known Nyro would return one day, and this building and its fortifications had been a big part of their preparations against that certain attack. But they’d made their home here, too. Raised their daughters within these walls. She’d always tried to focus on a future beyond Nyro, and this place had been an intrinsic part of that vision.

Now, seeing it abandoned like this, knowing they’d surrendered it to that force waiting outside for them, she wondered if they’d ever reclaim it. She tried to tell herself that they would. Even Nyro would meet her end eventually. But Allison could no longer visualize that future. The image simply refused to form in her mind.

There had been no sign of Nyro or her companion by nightfall. Allison, Khaldun, and Mira joined Camilla, Lance, and Mobo on the keep roof. It was a beautiful, clear night, and they lay there gazing at the stars, taking turns keeping an eye on the enemy camp. Khaldun cast an invisibility spell that encompassed the entire roof, just to be safe.

Sure enough, around midnight, Mira called over to the others, though it was hardly necessary. Allison could see the sunlight shining on the towers even from flat on her back. She got to her feet, hurrying over to the parapet.

“There,” Mira said, pointing toward the two naked elves who’d emerged from the command tent. “That must be them.”

The others joined them, and Camilla said, “Those are the same ones I saw the last two nights.”

“They’ll fall within my null if I extend it to its full size,” Mira said. “I’ll be able to tell what they are.”

“Not yet,” said Allison. “They’re too far away to see clearly. I want to move in closer and see if we recognize them.”

“By carpet?” Khaldun asked. Allison nodded. He pulled his out of the void and unfurled it on the roof. The three sorcerers took their seats, Mira strapped herself in, and they lifted off. Once Allison had cast an invisibility spell around them, Khaldun took them out over the camp.

They flew beyond the newcomers, turning to face back toward the castle. Khaldun took them in low enough to get a good look at the elves’ faces, but not too close, in case they needed to flee in a hurry. The pair moved into the light of a campfire, and Allison got a good look. One of them was Nyro, all right, still in Estrid’s body. She could clearly see the scar running down one side of her face.

Allison didn’t recognize the other elf. But from this distance, she could sense the illusion spell concealing her true appearance. With a wave she canceled it.

“Emma,” Mira whispered.

Nyro hadn’t triggered her transformation yet. She was nude, the light of the campfire flickering on her pale skin. Judging from her blank expression, Allison figured Nyro must be using compliance spells to keep her in line. That kind of magic could cause madness, but there was nothing she could do about that now.

At that moment, Nyro gazed up at the sky—she must have sensed Allison’s cancellation spell. She swept one hand over her head, and Allison could feel her magic. Nyro was trying to cancel invisibility. Khaldun took them higher, shooting away from the camp and over the adjacent fields, circling back to the castle.

“It’s Nyro and Emma,” Allison told Camilla and the two soldiers once they’d landed on the keep roof and she’d removed their invisibility spell. “Emma’s still a witch—Nyro hasn’t triggered her transformation yet.”

“I wonder what she’s waiting for,” Khaldun said as they got to their feet.

Daylight erupted from the camp, illuminating the towers again.

“They must have gone back to Drengrvollr,” Allison said, hurrying over to the parapet. The others followed. She couldn’t see Nyro or Emma anywhere.

“I don’t see any way we can rescue Emma,” Mira said. “We could neutralize Nyro’s magic with my null, but then you’d have to fight Nyro and sixty thousand elves to get her out of there.”

“Staying invisible, we might be able to get close enough to her portal to follow them through it,” Khaldun said. “We wouldn’t have to face an army, but we’d still have to fight Nyro to get Emma out of there. And we’d have no way to get back to Anoria.”

“We’d have to travel by ship,” Allison said with a sigh. “No, this isn’t going to work. I need to bind a demon and become a necromancer. Then we can use our pyramid to mount a proper rescue mission.”

Allison didn’t want to stay in Spanbrook a minute longer. She contacted Jezebel by mirror to give her the news, then asked Khaldun and Mira if they’d be willing to fly back to Stoutwall right away. They agreed, so the three of them bade Camilla and the soldiers farewell and set out on their return journey.

Nyro sensed a cancellation spell but couldn’t determine its source. The illusion she’d cast over the girl disappeared, revealing her frail human form. No harm done—it didn’t matter if her people knew the girl’s true identity. Opening her senses, she thought she caught a whiff of magic overhead, but saw nothing. She cast the spell to cancel invisibility across a swath of sky, but it was too late. Whoever had been there was gone.

It had to be one of their sorcerers on a flying carpet. Their objective must have been identifying her companion. They might even be planning to attempt a rescue. Nyro doubted it—any such effort would end in their death. Not only was she surrounded by the most formidable army Anoria had seen in centuries, but Nyro herself could still overpower all of their sorcerers combined. She might have lost her Sacred Circle, but her own might had not diminished in the slightest.

She almost hoped they’d try it. At least then, she could exact a sliver of revenge for what they’d done to her in Stoutwall. What that bitch Syllith had done. It wasn’t worth it, though. She had the girl, and when the time came, she could be transformed. Having to replace her would only hinder her progress.

Returning to the command tent, Nyro removed the artifact from the void, opened a portal back to her island in Drengrvollr, and walked through it with the girl. Closing the portal behind them, she tucked the pyramid back into oblivion.

After her foolish mistake with Syllith, Nyro had beefed up her island’s defenses. She’d constructed a protective dome identical to the one they used at the university. Well, almost identical. She’d added a special touch all her own. There was reason to believe the university had in its possession a pyramid artifact, like the one she used to create her portals. None of their people were strong enough to use it like she did, but that could change. So she’d woven spells into the barrier that would prevent anyone but her from penetrating it with portal magic.

And she’d also stationed four of her elf mages here. They were the ones she trusted the most, but she’d also used spells to enforce their total obedience. And she’d shared the spell to open a gateway through the island’s protective barrier with only one of them—Gorm, the most powerful one.

Gorm now acted as her steward here in Drengrvollr. They still needed to keep the castle fully stocked with food and supplies, and Gorm could manage that. When the supply boat arrived, he would create an opening in the barrier long enough for their staff to move the goods inside. Gorm stood guard the entire time, along with the other three mages, ready to eliminate any intruders.

Perhaps these precautions were unnecessary. Nyro wasn’t letting the girl out of her sight this time. But she wasn’t taking any chances.

Nyro kept the girl fully compliant with a powerful spell whenever she took her out of the castle. Now that they’d returned, though, she canceled the magic. The girl gasped, taking in her surroundings, seemingly surprised to find herself sitting at the table in the great hall, a feast laid out for them. Nyro hadn’t allowed her clothes, and she’d finally given up trying to cover herself.

“Where did we go?” she asked. The spell sometimes caused memory problems for the weak-minded. It hadn’t affected Syllith that way, but this one wasn’t as strong. In time, her tolerance would build up and she’d remember more. Especially once she became a sorcerer. In the meantime, she had at least figured out that anytime Nyro used that spell, they had gone somewhere.

“Spanbrook again,” Nyro told her. “One of your people showed up this time. They canceled the illusion spell.”

“Who was it?” the girl said, leaning forward with excitement in her eyes. “Allison? Khaldun?”

Nyro knew she was harboring hopes they might rescue her. “I don’t know. And it doesn’t matter. They’re not getting you back. You should eat.”

The girl stared at the table in silence. Nyro drank some wine and feasted on the food. The girl had refused meals the first day or two, but that hadn’t lasted long. She filled her plate and scarfed down her food.

It might be time to trigger her metamorphosis. She wasn’t ready for the girl to bind any demons yet, so she’d been holding off. The trouble was that her Sacred Circle had been unique. Nyro had developed spells to help them retain as much of themselves as possible in the spirit realm. Most demons lost more of their identities, their personalities, their knowledge and memories, even, the longer they’d been dead. Reaper had succumbed to this decline, despite the preventative magic. He’d bound more demons than most of the others combined, and Nyro suspected that had been the cause.

Her dilemma now was that there were no others like her Circle. The most recently deceased sorcerers had all been loyal to the other side. She had many means at her disposal to compel them to obey. But always she would have to force them to carry out her orders. Some of the older ones she’d contacted were far more willing to support her cause, but they’d decayed worse than Reaper.

Nyro knew what she’d have to do, but wasn’t willing to accept it yet. She hoped by delaying the decision a little longer, some other option might present itself.

There was more to it, though. Losing her Sacred Circle had shaken her to the core. She had not foreseen this possibility, which had to be because of the null. Never had any vision shown her this outcome. They’d endured centuries of hell together and she’d been certain they’d be by her side for centuries to come, reigning over their new empire.

Fate was a fickle bitch.

If she’d had any inkling of this possible future, maybe she would have taken greater precautions in safeguarding Syllith. She could have erected the protective dome before leaving Drengrvollr. Or stationed more mages to support Reaper. It hadn’t seemed necessary at the time. She’d covered her tracks well enough, and even now, none of the remaining senators had any idea she was anyone but Estrid. Unlike her prophetic visions, her sympathetic magic remained reliable. She could read these elves as easily as she could the humans.

And her readings hadn’t caused the breakdown in her plans. The senators weren’t involved in freeing Syllith. It had been an elf mage from the resistance movement. Nyro had underestimated the rate of Reaper’s decline. It had accelerated after her departure, to the point that the mage was able to overpower him. And he was no one she had ever encountered. If she had, she knew for sure she could have read his intentions. And she would have eliminated him before he could cause her any trouble.

No, her sympathetic magic had never failed her. But Nyro had learned to distrust prophecy. She’d foreseen her downfall at the hands of the elves and launched her invasion of their kingdoms to prevent it. Yet in the end, that campaign had precipitated her demise. If only she’d ignored the prophecy, her empire could have lasted thousands of years. The elves never would have had any interest in Anoria.

She refused to make such a mistake again. Yet once more, she’d prophesied her own downfall—and this time, it was her ultimate death. Complete removal from existence. As if someone had invoked her true name. But that was impossible now. She’d retaken her own true name, and her bodily death had severed her bond to Saliman’s heir. No one could ever use that name against her.

This new augury was the last prophetic vision she’d had. Not long before breaking out of their Pythan prison. She’d foreseen the foe who would terminate her existence, and then she’d shown up in the flesh. In that cursed watchtower with the boy from the tower and the oaf who’d taken up residence there. Nyro had been unable to read her from inside that prison, but she’d seen her. And she’d never forget.

Nyro saw her again when the boy summoned her in his tower. The doom from Spanbrook. Ironic that they came from the same town. She’d read her then and knew for sure she was the one from her prophecy. How could one so weak ever bring about the eternal destruction of one so powerful? It defied all logic, and though Nyro had spent years pondering this question, still it made no sense, and she could puzzle out no solution.

When she was alive, she would have sought this witch and destroyed her to ensure the prophecy could never be fulfilled. Now she knew better. Seeking out this lowly witch could prove to be the very action that brought the augury to fruition. She could not allow that.

Yet now she had her sister sitting at her dinner table. Two normal mages there had been in that castle with the dual inheritance of magic, and this one with powers fully developed. Nyro’s choice had been made easy.

“Why am I here?” the girl demanded, shaking in fear, but summoning the courage to speak regardless. Nyro admired that. “We’ve done nothing but sit here for days. If you don’t need me, let me return to my people! My family!”

It was true. They hadn’t done anything. Perhaps it was time to change that. Initially, Nyro had thought only of reclaiming her empire in Anoria. Over time, that plan had changed. She wanted revenge. Against both the humans and elves. The elves were superior to the humans in every way, and their continent possessed riches beyond any Anorian’s imagination.

So, instead of reclaiming her empire in Anoria, she decided to establish her new reign over the elven continent and exterminate the humans. Elvendom was hers, but unfortunately, the means of extermination she’d chosen was no longer available to her. She believed there was a way to get it back, but she had much research to do.

Yes, she had wallowed in her indecision long enough. It was time to get back to work.


Chapter 4
The Sword


It was dawn by the time Allison made it back to Stoutwall with Mira and Khaldun. Jezebel was awake, but Alanna and Leda were still sound asleep. Mira had already extended her null around the castle—meaning there was no way to cast the spell to block sound—so Allison and Jezebel kept their voices down as they discussed the night’s events.

“This is so frustrating,” Allison said. “Emma was right there—she’s not even a sorcerer yet—and there was nothing I could do. Nyro’s only showing up in the midst of her army, but even without that, I’m not strong enough to confront her.”

“There may not be a way to get her back,” Jezebel said. “I want to rescue her as badly as anyone, but if it’s not possible, what can we do?”

“If I were stronger, I could use our pyramid to go to Drengrvollr myself and take Emma back,” Allison said. “But to do that, I need to become a necromancer. I have to bind Shadow.”

“The demon in the seven-sided tower at the university,” Jezebel said.

“Yes. I need to talk to Allure. It’s time to make this happen.”

Allison went to Allure’s chambers, knocking on the door. There was no answer, and it was quiet inside. She knew Allure often tended to sleep in, and she felt bad about disturbing her, but she was anxious to get this process started. She pounded on the door, but still, there was no answer.

Maybe she was up early today? Allison headed down to the great hall. Sure enough, Allure was there for breakfast with Battleaxe and Mist. Allison realized she was famished after staying up all night, so she sat down to eat with them.

Battleaxe asked Allison how it went in Spanbrook, so she spent a few minutes telling them what they’d seen outside Castle Barclay. “It’s infuriating,” she said when she was done. “I want to rescue Emma, but I can’t. I feel so helpless.”

“You need to unwind, Princess,” Battleaxe said. Allison glared at her. She detested the honorific. “You’re under a lot of pressure, and I understand how you feel. But you need a break. Mist and I are going to that tavern with Imani tonight. You should join us.”

“That does sound like fun,” Allison said with a grin.

“Allure?” Battleaxe said. “Wouldn’t hurt to get your mind off of things for a while.” Allison knew losing Semblant had hit her hard.

“I don’t think so,” Allure said. “Another time, maybe.”

Once they were done, Allison pulled Allure aside. “I need to become a necromancer so I can wield the pyramid and rescue Emma,” she told her. “How do we go about doing this?”

Allure met her gaze for a moment, taking a deep breath. “I’ll contact Shadow. You have to understand, this is up to her, not me. So I’ll let you know what she says.”

“What about the pyramid? Does Shadow have that?”

“Yes,” Allure confirmed. “I’ll get that from her so we have it once you’re ready.”

Allison had been hoping for a more definite plan of action, but that would have to do.

The thought of binding a demon terrified her. After the ordeal she’d endured in the old castle with Myrddin’s demon, it had taken her a long time to overcome her fear when working with ghouls and demons. Her stomach still fluttered a bit, even after all these years.

But merging her soul with a demon was a whole other matter. This would change her. Permanently. She was committed to this course of action—it was the only way they could get Emma back, and it might make her powerful enough to go head-to-head with Nyro. But there was no going back.

Allison had questions, too. She didn’t understand how the relationship with her demon would work or what it would feel like. Her soul would merge with the demon, she’d heard that enough times. But what did that mean? Growing up with Myrddin, she understood that he and the demon could still operate independently. It had never seemed like Myrddin exerted constant control.

And she knew that demons could go anywhere almost instantly by moving through the spirit realm, though they didn’t typically travel very far. Most demons remained attached to places they had frequented in life, whether they were consciously aware of it or not. But they could also latch onto living beings in the case of hauntings and follow them wherever they went.

In summoning a demon, she had the power to command it to go anywhere she wanted. Normally, once it moved into the spirit realm, it could free itself of her will. It was almost impossible to force a demon to do one’s bidding once it had moved into that plane. So, generally, she could only control demons within her visual range once she’d summoned them from the spirit realm. Allure had told her this was one of the key differences in binding a demon. Once that happened, it didn’t matter how far away they were.

Unfortunately, demons were incapable of taking anything with them when they moved through the spirit realm. They could not use void magic, either, and it wasn’t possible to tether anything in the void to them, so there was no way to send people or things with them.

Allison ran into Mira and Khaldun in the courtyard, Jezebel and the girls right behind them. She was about to ask where they were going when a dragon roared, startling her so badly she stumbled. Turning, she spotted Magna swooping over the walls, circling the courtyard once and landing in the middle.

“Alanna and Leda wanted to meet him,” Mira said, flashing Allison a grin.

The dragon waddled over to them, and being this close gave Allison a new appreciation of his true size. She understood that they were all enormous, and Magna was the largest of them all, but seeing one at this range drove the point home in a way that seeing them from the air could not. Magna was at least as big as Jezebel’s parents’ farmhouse.

The dragon lowered his head as Mira approached, almost as if he were bowing to her. She placed her hands on his snout, touching her forehead to his nose. Allison couldn’t sense it, but knew she must be using her sympathetic magic to communicate with him.

“You can approach,” Mira said, turning to the others and smiling. “He understands that you’re friends and won’t do him any harm.”

Allison had to stifle a giggle. Them do him any harm? That was hardly likely. Conversely, Magna could incinerate them all in a single breath. Standing so close to such a powerful beast was intimidating, to say the least.

Alanna strode forward, fearless as always, and touched Magna’s snout. Leda approached more cautiously, and Allison could tell she was equal parts terrified and intrigued. Her curiosity won out, and she tentatively placed a finger on the dragon’s nose. He snorted and she screamed, backpedaling and falling over.

Alanna had jumped but managed to stay on her feet. “Don’t be such a chicken!” she said to her sister. “He won’t hurt you!”

“Be nice,” Jezebel admonished her. “He startled you, too.”

“Hmph,” Alanna said, turning her attention back to the dragon.

Leda recovered her courage and in no time was stroking Magna’s neck, smiling from ear to ear. Alanna turned to say something to Khaldun, and Magna bumped her with his snout, sending her sprawling. Alanna regained her feet, giggling as she tried to push Magna’s nose away from her. He knocked her over again, so she got up and ran, and the dragon waddled after her.

Before long, the girls and the dragon were chasing each other around the courtyard, making a game of it. Passersby scrambled to get out of their way, and the next thing Allison knew, they had the courtyard to themselves. Mira hurried after her dragon at first, calling out to him, seemingly nervous that he’d hurt the girls, but she gave up after a while and watched in amusement, Khaldun at her side.

“A part of me wishes we could run away somewhere with Khaldun, Mira, and the girls, and leave the war behind,” Allison said with a sigh, embracing Jezebel. “Once we rescue Emma, of course.”

“I know what you mean,” Jezebel said, smiling at her. “Unfortunately, there’s no place we could run where Nyro wouldn’t catch up with us eventually.”

“Always the pragmatist,” Allison said, shaking her head. She knew she was right, though. Maybe they could escape to Ostland. Nyro might not have any interest in an uninhabited island. Then again, with Okset establishing a settlement there, even that island might not provide safe harbor.

Another dragon roar snapped Allison out of her reverie. She thought it was Magna, but the second roar came from the opposite direction. Gazing skyward, she spotted another dragon swooping over the castle wall, landing in the courtyard and roaring again. It was much smaller than Magna, and Allison had a feeling this was one of the younger ones.

Magna answered its roar, startling the girls again, who stopped their chase and covered their ears. The newcomer strutted over to the sire, bowing its head, before turning its attention to the girls. Leda backed away, staying close to Magna, but Alanna approached the younger one.

“Alanna, no,” Jezebel called out. “Its rider’s not here—this might not be safe!”

Alanna ignored her, moving right up to the dragon. Allison took off at a run, intending to grab her daughter and get her out of there, but Mira said, “It’s all right—she won’t hurt her. This is Sigrid—she hasn’t taken a rider yet.”

Allison pulled up short, watching nervously despite Mira’s words. She had no idea this dragon was female, and wasn’t sure how to tell the difference. The dragon lowered her head, nuzzling Alana with her snout. She giggled, stroking her nose. Allison started to relax, but then Alanna screamed, her eyes going wide as she scurried away from the beast, tripping and landing on her backside.

“What’s wrong?!” Allison called, running over to her.

Alanna gazed up at her and gasped as Allison squatted next to her. Jezebel, Mira, and Khaldun had run over, too, and they stood around them, concern in their eyes. “She spoke to me!”

“In your mind?” Mira asked, sounding excited.

Alanna nodded vigorously. “She showed me an image of her flying over some mountains with a whole bunch of other dragons!”

Sigrid squawked at them, and Allison breathed a sigh of relief. Alanna got to her feet, going back to the dragon and stoking her long neck. The beast purred. “I’m showing her Castle Barclay,” she told them with a grin, “and all of us eating in the great hall.”

Mira chuckled. The adults moved out of the way, gathering by the keep as the girls resumed their game, chasing both dragons around the courtyard.

“That’s truly something,” Mira said. “They don’t typically open up to a human like that unless they’re going to claim them as a rider.”

“I’m not sure Alanna’s ready for that,” Jezebel said. “She’s wild enough with both feet planted firmly on the ground.”

Allison had to agree.

She and Jezebel spent a few minutes chatting with Mira and Khaldun about recent events, until Leda yelled, “Alanna, NO!”

Allison scanned the courtyard for the source of Leda’s alarm and gasped. Sigrid had lowered his head and one wing and Alanna was climbing onto his back.

“Alanna, get down this instant!” Jezebel shouted.

It was too late. Sigrid took off at a run, flapping her giant wings and going airborne. She swooped around the courtyard once to gain some height, then flew over the castle wall, Alanna on her back, screaming her head off.

“Oh, shit,” Allison muttered. Mira extinguished her null to allow her to pull her carpet out of the void. She unfurled it on the ground, stood in the center, and took off in pursuit. Clearing the castle wall, she spotted Khaldun right behind her.

Sigrid had soared across the lake, and Allison caught up to her in no time. “I’ll move in closer and you climb onto the carpet!” she called out to Alanna. For once in her life, Alanna looked terrified.

Allison moved in closer, ready to grab her daughter, but Sigrid had other ideas. She went into a dive, wings flat against her sides, and for a moment, it looked like she was going into the water. Alanna screamed, and Allison had to stifle a scream of her own, but the dragon pulled up at the last instant, climbing again.

Khaldun and Allison spent the next several minutes trying to rescue Alanna, but it seemed like the dragon wanted to play. Or show off, perhaps—she kept doing barrel rolls and steep dives, evading their every attempt to get close. Alanna seemed to have recovered from her terror, screaming for joy now instead of fear, but Allison hadn’t. She couldn’t understand how her daughter had managed to stay on the beast’s back, given the extreme maneuvers she was doing.

An earsplitting roar caught Allison’s attention, and turning, she saw Mira swooping in on Magna’s back. Her dragon flew directly over Sigrid, cuffing the younger dragon on the snout with his wing. Sigrid squawked in response. Magna roared again, and Sigrid turned for home.

They all landed in the courtyard, and the dragons lowered their heads and wings to let their riders off. Once they were clear, Magna roared at Sigrid, who cowered away from her sire. Jezebel ran over to Alanna, hugging her tight and closing her eyes against her tears.

“Mother, I’m fine,” Alanna said. “That was the most⁠—”

Jezebel gripped her by the shoulders, holding her at arm’s length. “Don’t you ever do something so reckless again! You could have been killed!” She escorted her daughter toward the keep, disappearing inside.

Allison caught Leda’s gaze.

“I told her not to do it,” Leda said with a shrug.

“I know,” Allison said. “Let’s give them a little time, shall we?” Leda nodded.

“That was truly remarkable,” Mira said. “Sigrid seems to have chosen Alanna as her rider. That’s how it works, from what I understand—the dragon always chooses the rider.”

“How much danger was Alanna in up there?” Allison asked.

“To be honest, not much,” Mira said. “The others claim no dragon has ever dropped a rider. I don’t know if that’s true, but the beasts do have an amazing sense of balance.”

“I guess that’s a relief,” Allison said. “Can the dragon be convinced to choose someone else?”

“I don’t think so,” Mira said. “But I’ll see what I can find out.” She put her null in place, and Allison sighed, ruing the loss of her magic.

Allison spent most of the day with Leda, giving Jezebel and Alanna some space. But the four of them ate dinner together in the great hall. After that, Allison went to meet Imani, Mist, and Battleaxe in the courtyard. Imani was late as usual, but once she’d arrived, they set out on foot. They could have gone by carpet, but it was such a beautiful night, it felt good to walk. Unlike many other princedoms, Stoutwall’s castle was a few miles away from the city. Allison breathed a sigh of relief as she felt her magic return outside of Mira’s null.

“What was up with Allure this morning?” Battleaxe asked her. “You seemed pretty upset when you were talking to her.”

“Oh, no,” Allison said. “We were just discussing the next steps for me to become a necromancer. She said it’s up to Shadow.”

“Shadow,” Mist repeated. “It’s so weird that there’s a demon at the university, pulling the strings from some secret tower.”

“I know, right?” Battleaxe said. “Mist and I are governors and we never heard of this until right after the battle.”

“That is very strange,” Imani said. “Here we are fighting against a demon reborn, and meanwhile, we’ve got one running the university.”

“I’ve encountered Shadow before,” Allison said. “But I don’t remember it very well. They say she’s a demon, but she’s not like any demon I’ve ever seen. She appeared to Jezebel long ago, too. As a spark of light.”

“A spark of light?” Battleaxe repeated incredulously. “You’re right, that doesn’t sound like a demon at all.”

“Can demons take things with them through the spirit realm?” Mist asked. “Like one of us? That might be a way to get to Drengrvollr.”

“Unfortunately not,” Allison said.

“Just like you,” Battleaxe said. “You can’t take anything with you as mist.”

“No, but I can if I tuck it into the void first,” Mist said.

“You can?” Allison said. “I guess that makes sense, I just never thought about it before.”

“I hadn’t either before my first carpet,” she said. “Azure didn’t make one for me till after the last Battle of Highgate. I would have been a lot more useful if I’d known I could do that back then. I ended up realizing it by accident. The first time I transformed after I started keeping the carpet in the void, it was still with me when I changed back.”

“I wonder what it’s like in the void,” Allison said. “We’ve started moving entire armies that way, but I’ve never been.”

“I haven’t either, but I’m told it’s… well, a void,” Mist said with a chuckle. “Endless darkness in every direction.”

“Yes, that’s it exactly,” said Imani. “Not pleasant at all.”

“Oh, that’s right,” said Battleaxe. “You traveled that way on the way to Stoutwall. I forgot. Khaldun tucked me into the void once, but only briefly.”

“I could turn to mist and take you the rest of the way to the tavern in the void if you want,” Mist said. “We’ll get there faster that way.”

“No, thank you,” Imani said. “It’s not an experience I wish to repeat.”

“Oh, come on,” said Battleaxe. “Let’s do it.”

“Yes, I’d like to see what this is like, too,” said Allison.

“All right,” Imani said with a sigh. “Fine.”

“Your wish is my command,” Mist said with a grin before turning to mist. She surrounded them, and suddenly, Allison found herself standing in the void.

“I’ll be damned,” Battleaxe said, gazing around them.

Allison, Battleaxe, and Imani were glowing slightly, so they could see each other, but everywhere else was only blackness. This reminded Allison of being inside Shadow’s tower at the university, only that place had a stone floor that extended as far as the eye could see in every direction. She wondered if they’d created it using a form of void magic.

“I can walk, but I don’t feel anything beneath my feet,” Battleaxe said, taking a few steps away from them. “Try it!”

Allison moved to her side, and she was right. It was a very strange feeling to walk on nothing. Imani leaped, shooting over their heads, and coming to rest several feet above them.

“Neat trick,” Battleaxe said. She jumped, too, stopping right next to her.

Allison joined them. “I wonder if it’s possible to get ourselves out of here.”

“One way to find out,” Battleaxe said. She disappeared with a popping sound.

“Apparently so,” Imani said with a wry smile. “For you magical types, at least.”

Allison was about to try moving them back to the real world when suddenly it happened of its own accord. She found herself standing in Stoutwall City, right in front of the tavern, with Imani and Battleaxe. The mist around them coalesced, turning into Mist.

“So, how’d you like it?” she asked them with a grin.

“It wouldn’t be my first choice if I had to travel somewhere,” Allison said.

“Sure was interesting, though,” Battleaxe said.

They went inside and grabbed a table. There were only a dozen or so people here—most of the city had been evacuated before the battle—but it was quite the crowd compared to the last time they’d come here together. A minstrel in the opposite corner was singing and playing a lute.

A man hustled over and served them ales. Allison took a swig and sighed. It was good ale.

“Has Khaldun made any progress with his shapeshifting?” Battleaxe asked.

“I don’t think so, but I’m not sure,” Allison said.

“How’s it going with Mira and the dragons?” Imani asked.

“Hah,” Allison said, taking another drink. She told them about Alanna’s incident with Sigrid.

“That’s amazing, actually,” Mist said. “I’d love to have my own dragon.”

“How does Leda feel about this?” Battleaxe asked with a knowing grin. “I don’t imagine she’s going to be too happy that her twin sister gets one and she doesn’t.”

Allison hadn’t thought about that, but Battleaxe was right. “Well, I’m not prepared to allow Alanna to become a rider. She’s too much of a wild child. There’s no telling what kind of trouble she’d get into.”

“I’m not sure you have any say in the matter,” Mist said. “I was talking to a couple of the riders the other day, and they explained that the dragon chooses the rider, not the other way around.”

“Yes, that’s my understanding as well,” Allison said, taking another swig of ale. “Mira’s going to talk to them. See if there’s a way around that.”

The others chatted for a while, and Allison listened to the minstrel. He was quite good. But as she paid attention to his song, she realized it was quite familiar. It was about a girl journeying across the continent with a wayfarer boy, seeking a renowned sorcerer.

She gazed at the minstrel, and he made eye contact. Smiling at her when he sang about the two travelers making love in an inn.

“I don’t believe it,” Allison muttered to herself. He was singing about Khaldun and Jezebel. And he was familiar with intimate details of their story that he shouldn’t have any way of knowing.

When he was done, Allison went over to talk to him.

“Princess Allison,” he said, getting to his feet and putting down his lute. He was only a little taller than her, rather stout, with light red hair and a bushy beard. “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” he added, shaking her hand.

“I’m afraid you have me at a disadvantage,” she said.

“Thomas Broadpaunch, traveling minstrel, at your service,” he said with a little bow. The barkeep hurried over, handing him a mug of ale. Thomas took a long drink and smacked his lips. “Excellent ale they brew here,” he said. “Have you tried it?”

“Yes, I⁠—”

“The food is quite good, too. I recommend the mutton.”

“I’ll have to try it,” she said. “I wanted to ask you about that song you were singing.”

“Sounds familiar to your ears, I’m guessing?” he said with a grin.

“A little too familiar, I’m afraid. Where did you hear that story?”

“From the Lord Khaldun himself,” he said. “He was here with the lady Mira the other night. Enjoyed the ale almost as much as I do,” he added with a belch and finished his mug. “I did ask his permission to turn it into a song and changed the names as promised. He asked me to leave Your Highness out of the tale, as well, and I honored his request. I hope it was to your liking?”

“Yes, yes, it was very good,” she said. The barkeep brought him another ale. “Might I ask for one little adjustment?”

“You may ask,” he said, taking a swig of his drink. Allison frowned. “I jest, Your Highness. What would you like me to change?”

“Could you leave out the bit about the travelers becoming, ah, intimate?”

“Consider it done,” he said, bowing slightly.

Allison had forgiven Jezebel her transgressions long ago but hated to think of them being forever memorialized in song. She thanked the minstrel and returned to her companions.

“What was that about?” Battleaxe asked.

“Oh, nothing,” Allison said, drinking some of her ale. “I was complimenting him on his performance.”

“He is very good,” Mist said as the minstrel started his next song. Allison was relieved that this one recounted no familiar events.

They stayed late into the night, and Allison enjoyed talking and laughing with her friends. Battleaxe had been right—it did feel good to forget their troubles for a while. She drank several ales and felt the alcohol going to her head. The crowd grew as the night wore on, and Thomas Broadpaunch entertained them all. But at last, it was time to return to the castle.

Allison bade the others goodnight when they reached the courtyard and headed for the keep. She noticed light flickering in the windows of the mage’s tower and wondered what Shatter was doing up so late.

She found her chambers awash in the moonlight streaming through the window and Jezebel sound asleep in bed. She stripped out of her clothes and was about to slide under the covers with her wife when she spotted a long, wooden box standing in the corner. It was painted black with gold and red runes along its surface.

Grabbing the box, she placed it on the table and unclasped the lid. Opening it, she gasped. There was a two-handed longsword inside, the most beautiful blade she’d ever seen. The hilt was fashioned to look like a dragon’s body, its cross-guard forming the wings, and the blade protruding from its jaws.

“Hey, you’re back,” Jezebel said. Allison turned to see her sitting up in bed and yawning.

“Where did this come from?” Allison asked.

“A courier brought it a few hours ago,” she said. “Said that Shatter sent it for you.”

Allison picked up the sword, holding it in both hands. It was too long for her but surprisingly light and perfectly balanced. “This is amazing. I love it.” She’d thought about talking to Augustine’s blacksmith at some point about replacing her broken blade but hadn’t gotten around to it. “I want to go thank Shatter for this,” she said, moving to the bed and kissing Jezebel. “I’ll be right back.”

“It’s the middle of the night—surely he’s asleep.”

“There was a light in his tower,” she said with a shrug. She considered that she probably would have waited till morning were it not for the alcohol—she was feeling rather uninhibited. “I won’t be long.”

Allison hurried out of their chambers and over to the tower, sword in hand. She swung it a few times as she crossed the courtyard, and couldn’t get over how good it felt in her hands. If only it were a little shorter. Shatter answered the door when she knocked and let her inside.

“I’m sorry to disturb you,” she said, staring up at him. Gods, he was tall. “I just wanted to thank you for the sword.” She held it up to admire it in the light. “It’s terrific!”

“I felt bad for breaking yours,” he said. “Our blacksmith was already working on this for me, but your need is greater.”

“Oh, I cannot accept this if it was supposed to be yours,” she said, trying to give it back to him.

Shatter wouldn’t take it, raising his hands as if in surrender. “No, no, it’s yours. We might have to take it back to the smith to have it shortened a bit, though.”

“You’re sure?” she said, still holding it out to him.

“Certain,” he said. “I rarely fight with anything but my long-handled sword. And I can always have another longsword made.”

“Very well, thank you,” she said again. “I think I’ll try it out in practice first before having it altered. It might work just like this.”

“It’s made from Stoutwall steel,” Shatter told her. “Just like my weapon—that’s the only reason it broke yours.”

“Oh?”

“It’s stronger than any other steel on the continent,” he said. “The fabrication method was handed down from ancient times—predating the Old Kingdoms—and it’s a closely guarded secret. Only our smiths know how to make it.”

“Impressive,” Allison said, gazing at the sword with newfound appreciation. “I will take good care of it. Thank you again!”

She returned to her chambers, placing the sword back in its box and closing the lid. Jezebel cuddled with her when she slid into bed, falling asleep again almost immediately. It didn’t take long for Allison to doze off, too.

But she woke with a start. It was still dark out, and she wasn’t sure what had awakened her. Someone knocked. Allison slid out of bed, donning her robe, and answered the door to find Allure standing there.

“I’m sorry to wake you, Your Highness,” she said, “but it’s time to go see Shadow.”


Chapter 5
Shadow


Allison gaped at her for a moment, finally registering what she’d said as the sleep receded from her mind. “Oh, yes—come in for a moment. I’ll need to get dressed.”

Allure came into the room and Allison closed the door behind her. She dropped her robe and put on her leather armor. She wanted to take her new sword with her but would have to wait until they left Mira’s null to tuck it into the void.

“What’s going on?” Jezebel said, sitting up in bed.

“My apologies for the late hour, Your Highness,” Allure said. “Shadow has asked me to bring Allison to the university to meet with her.”

Jezebel started awake all the way. “For the binding? They’re doing that now? I should go with you⁠—”

“No, Your Highness,” Allure said. “This is only a preliminary meeting. There is some work to do first before Her Highness will be ready.”

Allison’s heart sank—she’d been hoping they’d do the binding tonight. “I’ll return as soon as I can,” she said, kissing Jezebel. “Go back to sleep.”

Once they were outside the castle, Allison tucked her new sword into the void, and Allure removed her carpet, spreading it out on the ground. She sat at the rear edge, and Allison took the front, and they launched into the sky. The university was much closer to Stoutwall than Spanbrook was, so with the two of them calling air, it took very little time to get there. Allison opened a portal through the protective barrier, closing it again behind them, and Allure set them down by the seven-sided tower.

Allison got to her feet and stretched as Allure rolled up her carpet and tucked it into the void. The effects of the alcohol had faded, thankfully, but she had a bit of a headache. And butterflies in her stomach. She’d been inside the tower before, but never to meet Shadow.

“Ready?” Allure asked with a grin. Allison nodded. She held her arms to her side and spoke an incantation. Allison followed her through the brick wall. Like last time, the blackness extended forever in all directions with only the stone floor visible.

Allison spotted a spark of light darting around in the distance, but then realized she couldn’t tell how far away it was. The spark started growing, quickly reaching the size and shape of a human female, but only her outline, glowing brightly.

“Welcome, Allison,” a voice said, seeming to come from all directions at once. “Long have I awaited this day.”

“Shadow,” Allison said, bowing her head. She could feel her pulsating with power, more than she’d ever felt before.

“You may call me that,” she said. “But most have known me as… Blaze.”

“Blaze?” Allison repeated, stunned. “From Nyro’s Sacred Circle?”

“The very same.”

“I don’t understand,” Allison said, seeking Allure’s gaze, but the sorcerer wouldn’t look at her. “How can you be Blaze? You served our enemy!”

“I did. But I have not in many long years. I believe you’ve heard the story of Nyro’s downfall at the hands of the elves?”

“Yes.”

“So you know that there was a traitor who betrayed Nyro to them?”

“That was you?” Allison remembered the story, and the details started falling into place. They’d suspected the traitor had to be someone very high up in the imperial infrastructure, possibly one of the Sacred Circle.

“It was. I taught Nyro when she was a student here at the university. I was a necromancer then. And the only one who’d already bound a demon before entering Nyro’s service. Nyro and I became intimate when she studied here. We had to keep our affair a secret, of course. I was a governor, in addition to being a professor, and the relationship was completely inappropriate.

“Nyro was the most powerful sorcerer we’d trained in generations—perhaps ever. I pleaded with the others to assign her here. To continue developing her magic and teach one day. I was in love with her, too, and wanted to keep her close. But the others overruled me. King Saliman of Pytha was overdue for a new sorcerer—his last one had finally passed away after serving his family for over two hundred years.

“I stayed in touch with her for many years after that. We’d linked two mirrors together to facilitate our ongoing communication. But one day, Nyro stopped talking to me. I didn’t understand what had happened. We’d discussed finding ways to meet in person, and I thought she’d changed her mind.

“Then we got word that Saliman and Nyro had been abducting unbound sorcerers. Nyro was binding them to him. And then she and the others became necromancers and Saliman openly revealed what they’d done. It was too late to stop them by then. They conquered the entire continent, and the rest is history.”

“How did you end up joining them?” Allison asked.

“I didn’t at first,” she said. “That didn’t come until later. The university resisted Saliman. It didn’t fall until after he subverted the other kingdoms. I had to flee with the rest of the governors. There were a handful of princedoms in Kong that managed to remain independent, and we went into hiding there.

“I’d kept my mirror that whole time. Sentimental, I know, but I was still in love with Nyro, even if I didn’t condone what they were doing. I never expected to hear from her again, but one day, she contacted me. She told me she’d found a way to reverse her bond with Saliman. I told her that was impossible—she had to be wrong. But she insisted she could do it. And then she did.”

“How?” Allison said.

“I never did find out,” Shadow said. “I tried piecing it together, but I couldn’t figure it out and she refused to tell me. But once she took over, everything changed.

“Saliman was the worst kind of tyrant. He ordered his people to commit unspeakable acts of barbarism, slaughtering entire cities—men, women, and children—in his quest for total domination of Anoria. He enslaved millions. It was one of the darkest times in the continent’s history. Until then anyway.

“Nyro turned it around. She freed the slaves, restored people’s basic freedoms, and rebuilt cities. Anoria thrived under her rule like never before. The governors returned to the university, and Nyro didn’t interfere. The education of the continent’s mages resumed, and she provided the workforce that constructed the buildings we use to this day. She even contributed most of the books we house in our library from her personal collection.

“When Nyro invited me to join her Sacred Circle and live with her in the capital, I accepted. We resumed our love affair, and I was in heaven. The years I spent by her side at the height of her reign were the happiest of my life.”

“But then she had her prophetic vision of the elves coming to destroy her empire,” Allison said.

“She had that vision over and over again. Those events reverberated through time, assaulting her mind with their power. Nyro always told me she’d never before experienced a prophecy so powerful. She was certain it would come true and she dedicated her life—and the resources of a continent—to preventing it.

“I worried that it could become self-fulfilling. We had no evidence that the elves had ever taken an interest in the affairs of Anoria. It made no sense. I tried to convince Nyro to send a delegation to the elves to establish diplomatic relations. Or at the very least, to send spies.

“She refused to do the former and agreed to the latter. Her spies could find nothing. No sign that the elves were preparing to attack. Nyro remained convinced that the elves had identified her spies and fed them false information. Or that the preparations for their invasion had not yet begun, and she needed to act preemptively.

“No matter what I did, she remained committed to her plans. She became obsessed with preventing her vision from coming true. I found out only later that she’d foreseen our deaths—all of us. Her and every member of the Sacred Circle.”

“And all of it did come true,” Allison said, “but only because she brought it on?”

“Yes. I was terrified of what might happen if we invaded the elven kingdoms. So I reached out to the human resistance movement. And I started providing them with intelligence. If I couldn’t stop Nyro from the inside, perhaps they could do it from the outside. But it was no use. The humans tried to warn the elves, too, but they refused to listen. And Nyro eventually crushed any meaningful resistance. She pressed ahead with her plans for invasion, and you know the rest.”

“How did you escape the prison in Pytha?” Allison asked.

“I passed information to the elves myself when they came here,” Shadow said. “Helped them defeat Nyro and the rest of the Circle. When the time came, they refused to spare my life. They said I had done too much to help Nyro to deserve a pardon. But they agreed to show me some mercy. They allowed me to leave Pytha when they incarcerated the others there.”

“So you were in charge of the university after that?” Allison asked.

“I wouldn’t put it that way. The governors have always had that authority. I advised and guided certain among them over the centuries. They heeded my counsel. I exist now only in spirit form, so there is only so much I can do. I created the space you see here using spells that would keep me hidden from Nyro and her demons should she ever escape. I can still travel anywhere through the spirit realm, but now that Nyro is at large once more, I must never get too close. The protection I established here does not extend beyond this building.”

“Will that be true after I bind you?” Allison asked.

“No. The danger now is that she could force a human sorcerer to bind me. Once you do so yourself, that threat will be removed.”

“Why did you allow the guard to lapse at the watchtowers? If those spells had been properly maintained, Nyro might never have escaped.”

“She would have broken free regardless. Even if we’d maintained the watchtowers, we never would have known what she was doing with that temple. Or that she’d left the pyramid in Spanbrook. Or any number of other machinations she might have put in place before her downfall that we never uncovered.

“We did maintain the watchtowers in the beginning. We set a perpetual watch. And after a hundred years, there was absolutely no sign that Nyro or her demons were affecting the elves’ barrier in any way. And what could we have done if they did discover something? The elves never gave us the spells they used to erect the barrier. Our only hope would have been to seek their aid to repair them for us. And as history has shown, they have no interest in our affairs. Even when we warned them that Nyro was plotting an invasion, they refused to listen. No, there would have been no help there.

“The barrier was solid. Impenetrable. I knew the most important safeguard was to make sure no one else could ever follow in Nyro’s footsteps.”

“So you initiated the purge,” Allison said. “You instructed the governors to destroy any record that could possibly lead to someone becoming a necromancer.”

“Exactly. Sorcerers can only grow so powerful. They can be defeated. Becoming a necromancer provides the potential for limitless power. By harnessing demons, someone with Nyro’s innate talent can become like a god. We could not allow that to happen ever again.”

“Only now, you’re going to allow me to become one.”

“I am. Only because I believe this is the sole path to defeating Nyro. And your heart is pure, Allison Barclay. Nyro’s was too, in the beginning. But where she turned, I believe you would stay the course. Learn from her mistakes and never do what she did. Never blindly chase phantom prophecies.”

“Phantom prophecies?” Allison repeated.

“Nyro’s vision was true only because she made it so. She was so afraid of losing everything she’d built that she started seeing threats everywhere. No one could have contested her at the height of her power, but it didn’t matter. She believed with her entire being that it could all be destroyed. And so it was.”

“But how can you know I wouldn’t go down the same path? If we defeat Nyro, it’s entirely likely that Jezebel will become the queen of Dorshire—and I her queen consort. With two more sorcerers in our service, not to mention an entire crash of dragons, we could easily conquer Anoria and establish an empire of our own. And I’ll be a necromancer with the potential for unlimited power. Wouldn’t I fear losing it all exactly like Nyro did? What’s to stop me from doing what she did?”

“I would stop you,” Shadow said, and Allison felt waves of power emanating from her. “You will bind me to become a necromancer, so you and I will merge, sharing a single soul. Yet we will remain separate in every other way. Our minds and our emotions will be our own. I couldn’t stop Nyro. But should you take even the first steps down the same path, I will stop you.”

“Wait,” Allison said, her heartbeat suddenly pounding in her ears. “You’re more powerful than I am. What’s to prevent you from taking me over completely? I watched what Myrddin’s demon did to him, and his power was a shade greater than the demon’s. There’s no way I will suffer the same fate. I would refuse the rite of binding before I would do that.”

“No, child, that is not our way forward. First, we must unleash your full power. We will take care of that tonight. But also, there is a way to perform the rite of binding that ensures that you will stay in control. I must be the one to initiate it. And for that, I must prepare. It will take some time. But you’ll need to grow into your power before we can proceed regardless.”

“Is that true?” Allison asked Allure. She didn’t know if she could trust Shadow. If she wanted to use Allison as a way to regain a body, that would certainly constitute an ulterior motive. But Allure had been her mentor. She had earned Allison’s trust long ago and only strengthened that bond over these long years.

“It is,” Allure said, meeting her gaze. “Sage and I were able to verify that independently in the tomes we confiscated from Dredmort’s library after the victory over Fosland. And I’ll be able to tell if she’s following that rite.”

Allison took a deep breath. “All right. In that case, if you’d be unable to take over my body, how would you stop me from doing what Nyro did?”

“By refusing to do your bidding,” Shadow said. “Nyro discovered ways to save us from the decline most demons experience over time. We were able to retain our identity and our will in this form thanks to her research. Without those precautions, even the most powerful demons would lose themselves over time.

“Resisting your will would cost me. The pain would be excruciating and not something any normal demon would be able to endure. Nor would it be something I would be able to undertake lightly. Only if I saw you going down the same path as Nyro could I summon the strength to resist. But I promise you, resist I would if it should become necessary.”

Allison nodded. “I can agree to that.” It wasn’t time to bind her yet—she’d need to think on this long and hard. And discuss it with Jezebel, Khaldun, and Mira. But she had no objections to this plan, should she decide to go through with the binding.

“Very well, sorcerer,” Shadow said, and Allison could swear she heard tinkling bells. The demon seemed amused. “Come with me and let’s see what you can do.”

Shadow’s human form shrank down to a spark and she darted around a few times before disappearing. Allison could sense that she’d left the tower, and she followed Allure out. The sky was already starting to lighten in the east—how long had they been in there? It must have been hours, though it felt like only twenty or thirty minutes had passed.

“Where did she go?” Allison asked, gazing around but not seeing the spark anywhere.

“This way,” Allure said, taking her by the hand and leading her along the path that led behind the quad. “She’s putting a lot of faith in you. I know she had some doubts, but it would seem you’ve allayed those.”

“Do you trust her?” Allison asked. “She was a member of the Sacred Circle—could this all be a ploy to get me to join Nyro?”

“I don’t believe so. She was behind the university’s purge of any information pertaining to necromancy. And you heard what she said—she will do whatever it takes to stop you from going down the same path as Nyro. She doesn’t want to see anyone do that to Anoria again.”

“Could she just be making sure no one else can ever challenge Nyro?” Allison said. “I’m sorry for being so skeptical, but I was shocked to learn that she was Blaze. After what we’ve been through, it’s hard for me to imagine one of Nyro’s Sacred Circle betraying her like this.”

“I don’t blame you,” Allure said. “It’s wise to be cautious. And I felt the same way when she first revealed herself to me. But she allowed me to read her. I may not have truth sense like Intuit did, but protecting Anoria from tyranny—Nyro’s or anyone else’s—does drive her. To the point of being an obsession.”

“That’s good to know,” Allison said. “I want time to think about this before I bind her. This is a big decision, and if I do it, there’s no going back.”

“No, there’s not,” Allure said.

They walked in silence for a few minutes, Allison lost in thought. This was a lot to take in and she would need a while to process it all. Allure stopped, and she realized they were in the cemetery. A chill ran down her spine.

“She’s here,” Allure said.

Allison spotted the spark of fire darting about only a moment before it grew, taking on the outline of a human female form again. “Summon me a demon, Princess,” she said.

Allison fingered the ring on her right hand, as she always did before doing a summoning. Its presence reassured her. All sorcerers wore one; it helped protect them from demonic possession. With her channels of power open, as they had to be to project the magical force, she was vulnerable to spectral attack. The ring couldn’t stop it, but would prevent most demons from finding her. And woven into the magic she would use to call the demon were elements that would prevent it from attacking her.

Channeling her magic, Allison held out one hand and opened her mind to the spirit realm. She found a demon, average in power, and called it forth. It erupted out of the earth, first as a shadow, then turning to smoke, quickly taking on the shape of a human, towering over them. Allison could sense its displeasure at being summoned against its will. It roared, and she felt it more than heard it as a low rumble shaking the earth.

“Very good,” Shadow said. “Now banish it.”

Allison did so, and the demon turned to smoke once more, dissipating on the breeze.

“Now, prepare yourself,” Shadow said.

“For what?” Allison said, her heart jumping into her throat.

An enormous shadow oozed out of the ground, dwarfing the monster she’d called, taking human form and reaching out for her. Allison cast the spell to banish it, but nothing happened—this one was too strong. She fired off more spells and lightning and fire danced inside the demon as it backed away, screaming in pain.

Allison tried banishing it again, thinking maybe now it would work with the monster distracted. But it was no use. She kept up her attacks, but the demon neutralized her spells. Reaching out with one hand, he hit her with an air spell, lifting her off the ground. Allison screamed as the magic carried her high above the cemetery.

Pulling her carpet out of the void, she canceled the air spell and flew a circle around the demon, hitting him with fire spells again. He was ready for her this time and canceled her magic. Suddenly, he turned to smoke, engulfing her.

Allison screamed again as the demon hit her with fire and lightning. She tried to cancel the spells, but the demon was too strong. It was agony—as if her insides were cooking. Projecting her full power, she summoned a dozen smaller demons, sending them after the monster. He screamed as the lesser ones tried to consume him, blowing holes in the smoke, and allowing Allison to see her surroundings.

The demon turned its attention to its assailants, dropping Allison. She was high above the earth, and she’d lost her carpet. Falling like a stone, she summoned air to cushion the impact, but still hit hard, falling and rolling several times before regaining her feet.

Allison stood her ground, ready for another attack, as high overhead, the demon banished its foes and came at her again.

“Enough,” Shadow said, and the demon disappeared before it reached her. “Your power has grown more than I thought.”

“You could have given me some warning,” Allison said, dropping her guard and approaching Shadow and Allure.

“I’m going to unlock your latent talent, Princess,” Shadow said. Allison glared at her. “It will take some time for you to reach your full potential. And by then, my preparations should be complete. Are you ready?”

Allison took a deep breath and nodded.

Shadow held one hand to her cheek, and she was hot to the touch. Allison felt nothing at first, but then her entire body began tingling. After a few moments, her vision started going dark around the edges, and she thought she might swoon. Her knees gave out, but Allure caught her, supporting her weight. Allison’s head cleared the moment Shadow withdrew her hand.

“It is done,” she told her.

Allison didn’t feel any different, but that wasn’t surprising. It would take time. “What you did—is that similar to the magic Nyro used to trigger Syllith’s transformation?”

“Yes, in essence, it’s the same. She used spells like that on all of us to help us reach our full potential.”

“Did she take power from you when she did that?” Allison asked, standing without Allure’s help now. “I watched her destroy Castle Spanbrook with an earthquake, but I thought only Xythor possessed that ability.”

“Nyro can do that, too,” Shadow said. “I’m not sure if she possessed such latent power from the beginning and used her own spells to bring it forth, or took the abilities from others. It would be extraordinarily rare for one mage to possess so many latent talents. But she was extraordinary in many ways. If she took the power from the others, however, then I don’t know how that might have worked. Never have I encountered spells that could do that.”

“Which other talents did she share with the Sacred Circle?” Allure asked.

“I’m not certain. She could create earthquakes like Xythor and perform weather magic like Typhoon. Her command of fire rivaled my own. On the other hand, she was no shapeshifter, and could not create plagues. She didn’t bind as many demons as Reaper, but necromancy was her forte, perhaps even more than his. Beyond those, I cannot say.

“I will leave you now, sorcerer,” Shadow concluded. “Practice, and I shall be in touch again soon.” She diminished to a spark of fire and vanished.


Chapter 6
Unleashed


Allison recovered her carpet and flew back to Stoutwall with Allure. It was full daylight by the time they reached the castle.

“Join me for breakfast?” Allure said once they’d landed on the grounds and she’d tucked her carpet into the void.

“Yes, I’m famished,” Allison said. “Let me go see if Jezebel would like to come.”

“I’ll see you in the great hall,” Allure said with a smile.

Allison ran up to her chambers. Jezebel greeted her with a kiss, but something seemed amiss. “You’re nervous—what’s wrong?”

“It’s probably nothing,” Jezebel said. “The girls went out for a walk at sunrise, and they should have been back by now.”

“The only part of that I find strange is that they were up at sunrise,” Allison said with a grin. “I’m sure they’re fine. Augustine’s got his people patrolling the entire area, and we’d hear from Camilla if the troops in Spanbrook were preparing to move out. Right?”

“Camilla says there’s been no change,” Jezebel said with a sigh. “I worry, though. You know how Alanna gets.”

“I’ll tell you what,” Allison said. “Join me for breakfast—I’m starving. If they haven’t turned up by the time we’re done, I’ll go out looking for them.”

“All right,” Jezebel said with a sigh.

They ran into Khaldun and Mira on their way downstairs, and they accompanied them to the great hall. Allure was sitting at one of the larger tables with Battleaxe, Mist, and Imani.

“There you are,” Battleaxe said as the four of them sat down. “You missed an intense training session this morning. Shatter kicked our asses.”

“When are you training next?” Allison asked.

“Tomorrow at dawn.”

“I’ll be there.” She was eager to try out her new sword.

Their food was served, so they ate in silence for a few minutes. As they finished, Allison told the others about the developments in Spanbrook and her encounter with Shadow. They were as shocked as she had been to find out that Shadow was Blaze.

“This changes everything,” Khaldun said. “She was part of the Sacred Circle, for heaven’s sake. I don’t understand how we can possibly trust her. And not only that but what’s in it for her? Why would she willingly give up her autonomy by letting Allison bind her?”

Allure explained her reasons for trusting her. “And as for allowing herself to be bound, it’s the only way forward. She wants to see Nyro defeated, whatever the cost. And neither she nor Allison is powerful enough to do that alone. She’s the last of the Sacred Circle—there are no other demons out there with anywhere near as much power. Binding Shadow is the only way Allison can grow strong enough to defeat Nyro before it’s too late. And joining with Allison is Shadow’s only remaining path, too. She cannot face Nyro in her current form. And demons cannot bind other demons. So the only other way she could increase her power would be to do what Nyro did. Reanimate an elf, bind a human sorcerer, and force that mage to bind demons. She is unwilling to go that route.”

“I don’t blame her,” Jezebel muttered.

“Why hasn’t Nyro transformed Emma yet?” Mira asked.

“There’s no way to know for sure,” Allure said. “I would guess that she’s not ready to bind any new demons yet. And she won’t want to transform Emma until she has someone available to bind her.”

“Because it would be dangerous to have Emma running around as an unbound sorcerer,” said Khaldun.

“Yes, exactly,” Allure said. “And there wouldn’t be any reason to complete the rite of binding until she’s ready to bind some demons. That’s the only reason she needs Emma in the first place.”

“Why couldn’t she start binding demons right away?” Battleaxe asked.

“I’m sure she could,” said Allure. “But the situation has changed. The Sacred Circle possessed vastly greater power than any other specters, but more than that, they took steps to ensure they didn’t lose themselves. Most demons are more like animals. Nyro will want to find the strongest ones she can, but also ones that will be pliable to her will. No normal demon could defy her outright, but some are more cooperative than others.”

“Do you think Nyro’s new demons will reanimate elvish bodies?” Jezebel asked.

“It’s possible, but I doubt it,” said Allure. “That worked for the Sacred Circle because they’d retained their ability to function autonomously. It would probably work to Nyro’s advantage to keep the new ones free to possess her enemies.”

“Great,” Battleaxe muttered.

“Do you think Shadow could bring out my shapeshifting abilities?” Khaldun asked. “I’ve not been able to make any progress.”

“Certainly not for lack of trying,” Mira said with a grin. “He’s become obsessed.”

“What are you able to do?” Mist asked.

“I can change my features at will, and those of others,” he said. “But I can’t change my shape.”

“Let me see something,” Mist said.

“I can’t inside of the null,” he reminded her.

“We should be safe without the null for a few moments,” Jezebel said, nodding to Mira.

Mira collapsed her null. Khaldun focused for a moment, and his skin turned from golden to brown, as it had been before his transformation.

“And that’s not an illusion?” Mist asked.

“Try canceling it.”

She did, but nothing happened. “Wow. That’s legitimate. Do something to me.” He furrowed his brow in concentration for a moment, and Mist’s skin turned purple, including her bald head. The others chuckled. She stared at her hands wide-eyed for a moment, and said, “This is terrible! Change me back!”

Khaldun reversed the magic, returning himself to his normal appearance, and Mira restored her null. “I’m afraid that’s about all I can do. I can change people’s hair, skin, or eye color—or my own. And I can do minor cosmetic changes, like fuller lips or a smaller nose, that sort of thing. I haven’t been able to transform myself or anyone else in any other way. In addition to trying to shift my form to that of a bear or a dragon, I’ve tried simpler things, like making myself taller or stronger, and none of it works.”

“Only appearance modifications,” Mist said. “Interesting. But not all that useful if you can already cast illusions.”

“Right, exactly,” he said. “Being able to disguise my nature as a sorcerer came in handy back when we were fighting Henry. But it doesn’t serve much purpose now.”

“Could be fun in bed, though,” Battleaxe said with a grin. “I mean if you can change the size of your nose or lips…” She finished with a shrug.

“It is fun,” Mira said, giggling and turning a darker shade of gold.

“I’ll talk to Shadow,” Allure said. “She’ll probably be willing to help.”

“What about the rest of us?” Battleaxe said. “Can she bring out other talents in us?”

“That’s not how it works,” said Allure. “She can’t give you powers you don’t already possess. All she can do is unlock those you already have that have yet to manifest. I’ve done readings for all of you, and I’m afraid Allison and Khaldun are the only two with unrealized power.”

“Damn,” said Battleaxe. “I was kind of hoping maybe she could give me some of that sex magic you have. I haven’t been laid in ages now, and my fingers get tired if you know what I mean.”

The others laughed, and Mist said, “There are thousands of men camped right outside these walls, and I’m sure most of them would give their right arm to take a sorcerer to bed.”

“Women too,” Allure said with a grin.

“That’s fair,” Battleaxe said with a shrug. “I’ll stick to the men. I’ve been trying to flirt with Shatter, to tell you the truth. He’s kind of oblivious, though.”

Allison and Jezebel bade the others farewell and headed back to their chambers. Alanna and Leda still hadn’t turned up, so Allison agreed to go out looking for them. She left the castle and pulled her carpet out of the void when she heard giggling. The girls ran up from the lake, saw her, and stopped short.

“I was about to go out looking for you,” Allison said, tucking her carpet back into oblivion. “Where were you?”

They looked at each other and burst out laughing again. “We went for a walk around the lake,” Alanna said. “It’s a lot bigger than we thought, so we had to turn around and come back the way we went.”

She was lying. Allison wasn’t sure how she could tell, but she was certain of it. A vision came to her of Alanna riding that dragon—Sigrid—around the lake. “Leda, please go up to our chambers,” she said, hugging her. “I need to talk to your sister in private.”

“Yes, Mother,” she said with a sigh before hurrying off.

“What did I do now?” Alanna said, pouting.

There were people about, and Allison did want this conversation to be private. “Come with me.” She led her away from the castle and took the path up to the top of the waterfall. There was a bench there, and they each took a seat.

“You lied to me,” Allison said. “You did not go for a walk around the lake.”

“Yes, we did!”

“You rode that dragon again.”

Alanna gaped at her. “You have people spying on us?!”

“No.”

“How else could you know that?” She gasped. “Wait—can you read minds now?”

Allison chuckled. “I don’t think so. Don’t worry about how I know. You were told to stay away from the dragons.”

“It’s not fair—Sigrid was pining for me! She came to visit us and I could tell she wanted to fly. And besides, no dragon has ever dropped a rider. I’m perfectly safe!”

Allison knew she was lying again. “You’re not being truthful.”

“I swear I am!”

“Who told you no dragon has ever dropped a rider?” She’d left with Jezebel the other day before Mira told them that.

Allison saw Alanna and Leda leaving the castle at dawn, heading over to the camp where the dragon riders were staying. They met a boy there, probably a little older than them, and he took them to see the dragons. They were hunting in the forest along the lake’s northern shore. Sigrid spotted them and waddled over to greet Alanna. She kissed the boy—a very adult kiss—before climbing onto the beast’s back and flying off.

“It’s common knowledge, Mother,” Alanna said, rolling her eyes.

“Did that boy tell you that?”

“What boy?” Alanna said, narrowing her eyes.

“The one you kissed before you took off on your dragon.”

Alanna gasped. “You ARE spying on us! I knew it!”

Allison didn’t understand how she was seeing these visions, but that would have to wait. “I am not. Who is the boy?”

Alanna sighed. “This is so unfair. His name is Soren. He’s a good person, Mother. He’s the one who told me no dragon has ever dropped its rider.”

“And how old is Soren?”

Alanna glared at her.

“He looks much too old for you.”

“He’s seventeen.”

“I want you to stay away from him—and from the dragons. And I’ll know it if you disobey me.”

“I’m fourteen! The same age you and Mother were when you made love for the first time.”

Allison gasped. “You did not!”

“I only kissed him,” she said, and Allison knew she was telling the truth this time. “At least it’s only one boy. It’s not like I took two people to bed at the same time.”

Allison’s eyes went wide. “You are such a brat!”

“I’m not doing anything you and Mother didn’t do at my age.”

“We didn’t ride dragons.”

“You know what I mean.”

Allison sighed. “All right. You listen to me. I’m going to keep this to myself for now—the dragon and the boy.”

“You won’t tell Mother Jezebel?” she asked hopefully.

“I have a couple of conditions.”

“Ugh.”

“Number one. You will stay away from that dragon until we hear back from Mira.”

“About what?”

“She’s going to find out if there’s a way to convince Sigrid to choose another rider.”

“NO!” Alanna said, her eyes welling up with tears. “She’s mine! How can you do this to me?”

“Let me finish. I don’t think there’s going to be any way to change the dragon’s mind. And if that proves to be true, I will plead your case. But only if you stay away from her until Mira gets back to us!”

“Agreed,” Alanna said with a smile, wiping her tears away.

“Number two. You will tell me before you take this boy to bed.”

“Mother! That’s my personal business!”

“Yes, I’m aware, and that’s why I’ll allow you to continue seeing him. When I was only a little older than you are now, my father tried to force me⁠—”

“I know, I know. Grandfather tried to force you into marriage. But you didn’t even like boys.”

“Right, and I promised myself then I would never do anything like that to my own children. So I won’t interfere with you and Soren. But we do not want you to become pregnant at this age. So you will promise me that you will tell me before you take him to bed.”

“Is there some magic you can do to prevent pregnancy?”

“It’s a potion. I’ll need a little time to prepare it.”

“Oh. Well, don’t worry, I’m not planning on that anytime soon. Mostly I’m using him to get to Sigrid.”

Allison snorted. “I’ll prepare the potion anyway, just in case. You promise to come to me before taking him to bed?”

“Yes, Mother,” she said, rolling her eyes.

Allison would have to tell Jezebel about all of this soon. Hopefully Mira wouldn’t take long getting back to them. And if she was right about the dragon’s decision being final, she was pretty sure she could talk Jezebel into allowing Alanna to ride her.

The situation with the boy might be another matter. But Jezebel was the pragmatist. She’d know as well as Allison did there would be no stopping Alanna from doing as she pleased where boys were concerned. Teaching her to avoid pregnancy until she was older was the best they could hope for.

Once she’d brought Alanna back to their chambers, she went to see Shatter in his tower.

“Princess Allison,” he said. “Please, come in.”

“I need to brew a potion, and of course, I lack the supplies and equipment.”

“I’d be happy to take care of it for you,” he said. “What do you need?”

“If you don’t mind, I think I’d prefer to do this myself,” she said, “if you’d be willing to let me raid your stores.”

“As you wish,” he said. “What ingredients do you need.”

She gave him the list.

Shatter froze, meeting her gaze. “Understood. Your secret is safe with me.”

“Oh, no,” Allison said, feeling herself blush. Of course he’d know what she was making with those ingredients. “It’s not for me. I’m not remotely attracted to men.”

“Princess Jezebel, then?”

“No, she’s already pregnant. It’s for someone else, and I’d rather not identify them. You know, on second thought, perhaps it would be best if you were to take care of brewing this for me, after all.” She worried he’d continue prying if she stayed here to do it herself.

“Of course, Your Highness,” he said with a little bow. “I’ll let you know when it’s ready.”

“Discreetly, please,” she said. “I’d prefer that no one else know I’m having this prepared.”

“You have my word.”

Allison hurried out of the tower. She wished she had a way to take care of this herself, but she’d have to make do with Shatter’s help.

Jezebel asked her where she’d gone off to, and she said she asked Shatter about the possibility of having her sword shortened a bit. In truth, she still wanted to try it out first, but Jezebel bought her story.

That evening, they dined with Prince Augustine and his family in the private dining hall. Allison had seen his wife, Princess Audrey, from a distance, but had never met her before. Their children, Oliver, Peter, and Jane, were there as well. Oliver was a couple of years younger than their girls, Peter a year younger than him, and Jane only seven. They were very well-behaved, more like Leda than Alanna in that regard.

Augustine told them that Princess Salerna had requested a conference. She was eager to hear any news they had of Nyro’s activities and to formulate their battle plans against her return. Augustine was reluctant to leave the castle with the armies gathered there, so Jezebel and Allison agreed to fly to Highgate and meet with Salerna the next day.

They ran into Battleaxe, Mist, and Imani on their way out of the keep. The three of them were headed to the tavern again and invited Allison and Jezebel. Allison didn’t feel like it though, so she returned to their chambers with Jezebel.

They turned in early—Allison hadn’t slept in a couple of nights, and it was catching up with her. Jezebel didn’t have sleep on her mind, though. She kissed Allison, taking off her dress and kissing her all over her body. Allison’s arousal flared immediately. Their passion for each other remained strong after all these years, but since the invasion, their lovemaking had fallen off. Allison hadn’t realized how much pent-up desire she’d had.

After a couple of hours, they were finally spent. Allison fell asleep in Jezebel’s arms and slept soundly.

Waking before dawn, she slipped out of bed and put on her armor. She met Shatter and Battleaxe in the great hall. The sorcerer was eating his usual meal-for-three, and Battleaxe was drinking her coffee. Allison sat down and poured herself a cup. Imani walked in only moments later, so once they’d all finished, they headed out to the grounds. Word of their morning practice sessions must have spread because a large crowd had already gathered to watch them train.

Like last time, Imani and Shatter needed some time to put on their plate armor, so Allison fought Battleaxe first. She felt a little clumsy with the new sword at first. It definitely seemed like it was too long—she even managed to get it stuck in the ground once. The others laughed at her. Battleaxe was off, too, though, and Allison had no trouble besting her despite the difficulties with the new blade.

“Looks like we’re both having an off day,” Allison said when they were done.

“Sorry, I wasn’t ready for the extra sex magic,” Battleaxe said, shaking her head. “Felt like I was fighting Allure.”

“What?” Allison said.

“Shadow must have unleashed more of that energy when she augmented your spirit powers,” Battleaxe said. “I’m not even into women, but damn.”

“She’s right,” Imani told her. “I can feel it, too.”

“That makes no sense,” Allison said, waving one hand dismissively. “I don’t see why unlocking my latent power would have that effect. You must be mistaken.”

They both shrugged.

Shatter fought Imani next. Allison was intimately familiar with her abilities, and thought she was in prime form. Her loss was a testament to Shatter’s incredible skill. Allison didn’t know if she would have been able to best Imani that time, but Shatter made it look easy.

Battleaxe had recovered from her distraction and gave Imani a hell of a fight. After almost a half hour, they decided to call it a draw.

Allison squared off with Shatter. Her bout with Battleaxe had allowed her to grow a little more accustomed to the new blade, and she didn’t struggle with the extra length as much this time. Sparks flew every time her sword met Shatter’s weapon, and she figured it had to be because of the special steel. This sword was faster than her old one, and she almost thought she’d win this time. Until Shatter lifted her off her feet with one hand again. She kept trying to fight, but couldn’t escape his grip. He knocked the weapon out of her hands with his blade, and she surrendered. Their audience cheered.

“I thought you had me this time,” he said with a grin once he’d put her down.

“So did I,” she said, recovering her sword. “Your greater size and strength are too much to overcome, I’m afraid.”

She’d have to put some thought into how she might neutralize those advantages. Or discuss it with Imani and Battleaxe at some point. They both had more experience than she did.

They took off their armor and underclothing and went for a swim in the lake again. Shatter even joined this time, along with most of the crowd that had gathered to watch. Allison had felt unclean even before the training session, and the cold water felt refreshing.

She called air to dry off her armor, then donned that and tucked her sword into the void before returning to her chambers. Jezebel and the girls weren’t there, so she figured they’d probably gone downstairs for breakfast. She went to check, and sure enough, they were in the great hall. Jezebel was sitting with Khaldun, Mira, and Allure; the girls were at the head table with the royal family. Allison hoped they wouldn’t corrupt the younger ones; they seemed so innocent.

“How was your session?” Jezebel asked as Allison sat down next to her.

Allison told them about her progress as they ate. Her food had arrived by the time she was done.

“I don’t see how someone our size could ever beat Shatter,” Allure said. “It must be like fighting a mountain.”

“A fast mountain,” Allison said with a chuckle.

“Mira talked to the dragon riders,” Jezebel said with a frown.

“Oh?”

“I’m sorry, Your Highness,” Mira said, “but they say once a dragon has chosen a rider, there’s no changing their mind. Alanna can avoid her all she wants, but she’ll never leave her alone. I’m afraid you’re stuck with her.”

Allison tried to stifle a grin.

“I guess we have no choice,” Jezebel said with a sigh. “You’re sure it’s safe?”

“You’re remembering our first experience with a dragon,” Khaldun said with a knowing grin.

“How could I forget?” Jezebel said. “He tried to kill us—and he almost succeeded.”

“That dragon you faced all those years ago was only a danger to you because he didn’t know you,” Mira said. “And Sigrid would never harm Alanna. Quite the contrary. She’ll never let her fall and will forever be her fierce protector. Dragons are extremely loyal to their riders.”

“All right,” Jezebel said, sighing again. “I’ll give Alanna the good news.”

“Let me do it,” Allison said, pushing her chair back and getting to her feet. She went over to the head table, wishing Augustine and Audrey a good morning. They made small talk for a minute, then she asked Alanna to step aside with her for a moment.

Alanna squealed with delight when Allison gave her the news. “Let’s not mention your transgression the other morning to Mother Jezebel, though, all right?”

“It’ll be our secret,” she said, smiling ear to ear. “I promise.”

Allison returned to her table as the other were getting ready to leave. “She’s thrilled,” Allison told Jezebel.

“I hope I don’t live to regret this,” Jezebel said. “Well, we’d better get going. We have a long ride to Highgate.”

“Give me a moment; I want to talk to Allure briefly.”

Allison asked the sorcerer if she could speak to her privately, and they headed outside. They walked to the lake, and Allison told her about the visions she’d had when Alanna lied to her about the boy and the dragon.

“Shadow’s spell must have unlocked more sympathetic magic,” she said. “I’m not too surprised.”

“Why not?”

“I didn’t sense it in you, and I’m not sure I can. I’ve only ever been able to read thaumaturgic abilities. But that’s how our sexual magnetism works, so I always knew you had it in you to some degree.”

“You did?”

“Since I first met you. There’s no other explanation for the ‘sex magic,’ as Battleaxe calls it. Imani has it, too, but she’s never manifested any ability to read people.”

“So, it seems like my talent is similar to Intuit’s. I could tell Alanna was lying to me, and I saw what really happened.”

“Your ability goes further than his,” Allure said. “He could sense whether someone was telling the truth or not but didn’t see visions like that. You’ll have to experiment with this new magic—it may be closer to what Nyro can do.”

“Reading someone’s thoughts, essentially?”

“Yes. And if you can do that, you might be able to block Nyro from doing it to you. I could lie to Intuit without him knowing it if I wanted, for example.”

“I’m not sure how I would practice that without confronting Nyro.”

“Come and find me when you return from Highgate,” Allure said. “Blocking sympathetic magic should work the same regardless of the specific nature of someone’s talent. So if we can train you to block me, you should be able to close your mind to Nyro, too.”

“That would be terrific,” Allison said.

“That reminds me,” said Allure. She pulled a scroll out of the void. Unrolling it, she showed it to Allison. “These are the spells you’ll use to bind Shadow. You can take this with you when the time comes, but it might be best to commit them to memory in the meantime.”

“Yes, I will do that,” Allison said, reading the spells before rolling up the scroll and tucking it into the void. “Thank you!”


Chapter 7
Princess Miranda


Allison met Jezebel outside the castle gates. They took their seats on Allison’s carpet, Jezebel at the front and Allison at the rear, and shot into the sky. Highgate was roughly the same distance from Stoutwall as the university, but due east. They would both call air, but Jezebel was nowhere near as powerful as Allure, so this trip would take quite a bit longer than the one to the university had.

Some movement off to their left caught her eye, and Allison spotted a dragon flying toward them. A moment later, a second one flew into view, chasing the first. They soared across the carpet’s path and Allison realized Alanna was riding the first one, her hair streaming behind her. The second rider was male. She figured this was probably Alanna’s friend, Soren, but didn’t get a look at his face.

The two dragons matched their course for a while, crisscrossing their path and doing barrel rolls around them, before finally turning back. Allison increased their speed after that. A few hours later, Highgate came into view, the crystal tower gleaming in the sunshine. This mighty city looked like it had grown from the very bones of the earth.

Allison took them over the city, soaring once around the castle before landing on the keep roof. Azure was there to greet them. Allison tucked her carpet into the void and they followed the diminutive sorcerer into the castle. Salerna was waiting for them in her council chambers. Her son, Albert, heir apparent to the throne, was there as well, and the two of them got to their feet to greet Allison and Jezebel.

Allison couldn’t get over how much Salerna had aged. Her hair was white now, her skin far more wrinkled than the last time she’d seen her, and she seemed somewhat diminished in stature. Albert, on the other hand, looked as strong and healthy as ever. He towered over the rest of them, stout in build and broad in shoulder. His brown hair hung below his ears, and he wore a short beard.

Azure cast the spells to prevent anyone from observing their conversation from afar. “Thank you both for coming,” Salerna said as they took their seats. She sat at the head of the table, her son and sorcerer to her left, and Jezebel and Allison sat to her right. “Augustine’s people have been sending us updates by mirror, of course, but it’s helpful sometimes to discuss such weighty matters in person and lay everything on the table.”

“I couldn’t agree more,” Jezebel said. “And it’s our pleasure to come to your great city.”

“I’ve invited my son to attend our meeting today,” Salerna said. “I want him fully involved in our plans so he can take over should anything happen to me.” Allison sensed that she was holding something back. As if she had more definite knowledge that some sort of tragedy would befall her, making Albert’s ascent to the throne inevitable.

“We understand that Nyro has pulled back to Spanbrook with her army,” Albert said, “and that she’s spending most of her time in Drengrvollr, but making nightly visits to Spanbrook. Do we know what she’s planning to do next? Or have any idea what she’s waiting for?”

Jezebel and Allison spent a few minutes updating them on everything they’d learned in recent days. “We believe Nyro will trigger my sister’s metamorphosis into a sorcerer and use her to bind a new crop of demons. And although we’re not sure why she delays, we can surmise that she may be having trouble deciding which demons to bind. Those from her Sacred Circle were special. They retained their identities and personalities much more than most. And any she can find now would be more like animals.”

“Unlikely to be leading armies for her, then,” Salerna observed.

“We don’t believe so,” Jezebel confirmed. “But again, all of this is speculation at this point. One way or another, we believe Nyro will want to rally the various forces at her disposal before attacking again to ensure a decisive victory. She likely would have defeated us in Stoutwall had it not been for Syllith. Our combined armies suffered great losses, and while the dragons did give us an advantage, standing against the combined might of the Sacred Circle threatened to overwhelm us.

“Nyro still has sixty thousand soldiers. And despite the loss of her demons, she remains as strong as ever thaumaturgically. We can count on her binding new demons. She may bring other spectral forces to bear as well, such as ghouls or even wraiths. And it’s possible she’s waiting for more troops to arrive. They’d have to make the journey from the elven lands by ship, which will take weeks.

“With the combined armies of Blacksand, Keepstone, Spanbrook, and Stoutwall and all of the mages concentrated in Stoutwall, it’s a good bet that’s where she’ll attack again. It would be best for us to marshal all available forces to resist her there. We have examined the possibility of a sneak attack in Spanbrook, but do not believe it would be successful.”

“Only twenty thousand soldiers remain in Stoutwall, and despite our complement of sorcerers, Nyro remains stronger than all of us combined,” Allison said. “We’re hoping to change that dynamic soon, but it will take time.”

“Change it how?” Salerna asked.

Allison caught Jezebel’s gaze, and she nodded. She spent the next several minutes telling them about Shadow and her plans to bind the demon and become a necromancer. The information seemed to shock Albert, but Salerna didn’t seem surprised.

“A necromancer?” the prince said, stroking his beard. “Except for Myrddin, we have not seen a necromancer in Anoria since Nyro’s downfall. This is grave news indeed. You believe taking this step would make you Nyro’s equal in power?”

“Perhaps not at first, but in time,” Allison said. “Unlike a sorcerer, a necromancer’s potential is limitless.”

“They can increase their power by binding more demons?” Albert asked.

“Yes,” Allison confirmed. “Princess Salerna, did you foresee my transformation into a necromancer?”

Salerna took a deep breath, collecting her thoughts for a moment. “The looking glass has not given me any glimpse of the future in many years. But yes. Long ago, it showed me your arrival here with Princess Jezebel ahead of a great battle.”

“When the crystal tower falls?” Jezebel asked.

“Yes,” Salerna said with a sigh. “And in that vision, you were a necromancer,” she added to Allison. “Your irises were white. I believe that battle may be upon us now.”

Allison wondered if perhaps they should consider abandoning Stoutwall and bringing their forces here. With Nyro’s greater numbers, she could afford to divide her troops like she did last time, sending enough here to lock down Highgate’s army and prevent them from joining the battle. Gathering everyone here would allow them to bring their combined strength to bear against the enemy.

“Where does Bayfast stand?” Allison asked. “Will Princess Miranda come to our aid? The last we heard, she had a standing army in excess of twenty thousand. Her force combined with the army in Stoutwall and the troops here in Highgate may well tip the scales in our favor.”

Salerna exchanged a glance with Azure.

“Unfortunately, we have been unable to reach Princess Miranda,” the sorcerer said. “I have been in communication with her chief mage, Beast, and while he has assured me Bayfast’s army stands ready to fight, he’s been rather, ah, evasive when I’ve asked about coming to our aid here or in Stoutwall.”

“We could stop in Bayfast and ask Her Highness directly,” Jezebel said. “We can leave as soon as we’re done here.”

“I believe that does conclude our business,” Salerna said, “however I’d hate to see you leave so soon. Won’t you join us for dinner this evening? You’re welcome to stay overnight, and you could depart at first light.”

“That would be lovely, thank you,” Jezebel said with a smile.

“Your Highness, I wanted to inquire about the tome Khaldun and Mira brought here to be translated,” said Allison.

“Ah, yes,” Azure said. “I have the original and a bound copy of the translation for you.”

“Perfect,” said Allison.

The meeting adjourned, and Allison and Jezebel followed Azure down to the undercroft. The space was massive. It seemed like it extended far beyond the castle and beneath the city. The place seemed familiar somehow, though Allison couldn’t place it. She didn’t think she’d ever been down here before.

Azure led them into his workshop and retrieved the two volumes from his bookshelves, handing them to Jezebel. They were thicker than Allison thought they would be.

“It occurred to us that Saliman or one of his descendants might have recorded Nyro’s true name somewhere,” Allison said. “Do you know if the text contains any reference to that?”

“The scholars who worked on this didn’t mention anything,” Azure said.

“We’ll have to give this a read and see what we can find,” Jezebel said, thumbing through the pages.

“I’ve read some of it,” Azure said. “It’s dense and dry, I’m afraid. Why don’t I check with our people and see if they recall anything?”

“That would be fantastic, thank you,” said Jezebel.

Azure led them back up to the main level, where they met Salerna’s steward, who showed them up to their quarters for the night. Their chambers included a washroom with running water, so Allison and Jezebel filled the tub with hot water, stripped out of their clothes, and slipped into the bath together.

“I needed this,” Jezebel said with a sigh.

“Agreed,” she said with a grin.

After relaxing for a few minutes, they took turns cleaning each other and rinsing off the soap, then lay together in the water. Allison held her in her arms as Jezebel reclined against her.

“I was thinking,” Allison said, harkening back to their conference with Salerna. “In the last battle, Nyro divided her forces, leaving part of her army here. Which kept Salerna’s troops from joining the fight.”

“Yes, and Nyro outnumbers us, so such is sure to be the case again the next time she attacks.”

“Precisely. Perhaps we can convince Augustine to abandon Stoutwall. We could fall back here and present a united front against the elves. If we can convince Miranda to send aid, we could erase Nyro’s advantage in numbers.”

“Assuming she hasn’t sent reinforcements from the elven continent by then.”

“True. But even still, this would give us the largest possible force when the battle is joined.”

“Yes,” Jezebel said with a sigh. “We should reach out to Okset again, too. If Prince Kamari would send troops, that could make all the difference.”

“He’s been pretty reluctant to get involved thus far,” said Allison. “But things have changed since our last communication with him. Perhaps he’ll reconsider.”

They sat in silence for a minute.

“I wanted to ask you who that other dragon rider was,” Jezebel said. “When Alanna followed us on our way here.”

“Ah,” Allison said. “I’ve been meaning to talk to you about this. I’m not certain, but I believe it was a boy named Soren.” She spent a few minutes telling Jezebel about her newfound abilities, and what she’d learned about Alanna’s relationship. “She tells me she has no intention of taking him to bed, but promised to talk to me first if she changes her mind. I’ve got Shatter preparing the potion to prevent pregnancy.”

“She’s still so young,” Jezebel said. “I knew this day would come, of course, but I thought we’d have more time.”

“She made sure to point out that she’s the same age we were when we first made love,” Allison said.

Jezebel chuckled. “Yes, I’m not surprised she’d bring that up. If we forbid her from seeing this boy, it will only prompt her to defy us.”

“My thought exactly. I think we’ve done everything we can.”

“I agree. Tell me more about your sympathetic magic, though. Have you tried it on anyone else yet?”

“When Salerna told us about including Albert in our planning sessions, she was keeping something from us,” Allison told her. “She seems to know for certain that her end is near. I wonder if she’s ill.”

“She does look much older than the last time we saw her,” Jezebel said. “But when I came here with Khaldun, she told me the looking glass had never shown her anything beyond the battle where the crystal tower falls. Though she never said so explicitly, I had the impression that she did not believe she would survive that battle.”

“That could be,” Allison said. “Perhaps she’s convinced herself of that over the years.”

“Can you read me?” Jezebel asked.

Allison focused for a moment. “You’re thinking back to our wedding,” she said with a smile.

“That’s incredible,” Jezebel said. “How about now?”

“The girls being born,” Allison replied.

“Can you see any memory of mine that you want?”

Allison concentrated, trying to see other events from their past in Jezebel’s mind. “I don’t think so. I can see what you’re thinking about, but it doesn’t seem to go any further than that.”

“I wonder if that’s how it works for Nyro, too,” she said. “When she infiltrated the castle, Augustine told her Syllith wasn’t there, and she was able to see where you’d brought her. But maybe she couldn’t have seen that if he hadn’t been thinking about it.”

“That could be,” Allison said with a shrug. “I’ll have to ask Shadow about this next time I see her. Allure’s going to work with me on blocking sympathetic magic, too, so hopefully I’ll be able to prevent Nyro from reading my thoughts.”

“What’s your range?” Jezebel asked. “Can you read people across long distances?”

“I don’t think so,” Allison said. Closing her eyes, she concentrated for a moment. “There’s a woman in the next room—a member of the staff—cleaning up after the guests who stayed there. They left this morning, and she’s disgusted with the mess they left.”

Jezebel chuckled.

“I can’t sense anyone else, so it would seem they have to be pretty close. I believe Allure requires physical touch to do her readings. Augustine was in the courtyard with Nyro when she read him; I don’t know if she can do it from farther away.”

“Another question for Shadow,” Jezebel said.

That evening, they joined Salerna and her wife, Jennifer, as well as Albert, his wife, and Azure for dinner in the private dining room. Allison hadn’t brought any clothing other than her armor, and Jezebel had only her traveling clothes, so Salerna’s master of wardrobe supplied them with evening gowns.

Azure told them that the book they’d translated for them contained no reference to Nyro’s true name. However, it did chronicle Saliman’s descendants all the way to the time of Nyro’s downfall. Azure told them their people would see if they could trace the family line to the present time.

“It’s possible some information could have been handed down within the family,” he said, “from one generation to the next. If we can find any living descendants, they might know something.”

“It’s certainly worth a shot,” Jezebel said. “Thank you for doing that for us.”

“There was an interesting anecdote concerning one of Saliman’s last descendants before Nyro’s downfall,” Azure said. “She became enraged over something and invoked his true name. It destroyed him the same way it would a sorcerer, though he wasn’t even a mage.”

“We were discussing this recently,” said Allison. “The idea that everyone has a true name.”

“That’s the common belief,” Azure said. “There’s no way to test the theory, of course, but this incident does at least prove that it holds the same power over a non-mage that it does over a sorcerer.”

“It seems like everyone must have a true name,” said Jezebel. “How could Saliman and his descendants have one, but not the rest of us?”

“It’s possible that the situation was created when Nyro reversed her bond,” Azure said. “No one understands how she accomplished that. So perhaps the magic she used endowed Saliman with a true name, and he hadn’t had one before that.”

“Which means inheriting her bond must have endowed each of his descendants with one, too,” said Allison.

“Indeed,” Azure agreed. “I don’t think we’ll ever know for sure. But I’m inclined to believe everyone has a true name, though for the vast majority, it’s never revealed, even to them.”

They stayed up late, drinking wine and sharing stories with Salerna and Jennifer. Allison was tired by the time they retired to their chambers, but Jezebel wanted to make love. She tore Allison’s dress off, devouring her as if they hadn’t seen each other in weeks.

“Allure must be right,” she told her at one point. “Whatever Shadow did has unleashed your magnetism. I can’t get enough of you!”

Jezebel drifted off to sleep, and Allison pulled Allure’s scroll out of the void. Calling a small flame to provide some light, she spent some time memorizing the spells. They weren’t too long, so this wasn’t difficult. Focusing on the words, she sensed the power in them. The rite used only the magical force, which was her forte. She formed the magic in her mind, careful not to execute it. Using this to bind Shadow shouldn’t pose any problem. It was far simpler than the rite used to bind a sorcerer to a conjurnor. Allison terminated the spells and went to sleep.

The two of them woke at dawn. Once they’d dressed, and Allison tucked the history books into the void, they went down to the great hall for breakfast. Azure met them there and escorted them to the keep roof when they were done.

“Princess Salerna asked me to bid you farewell, and wish you a safe journey,” he said. “We look forward to learning how you fare in Bayfast.”

“Thank you again for everything,” Jezebel said.

Allison removed her carpet from the void. They took their seats and launched off the roof. Bayfast was much farther away than Stoutwall. They flew for half the day, then landed in the foothills of the Green Mountains to rest and eat. Salerna’s steward had supplied them with enough food for their journey to Bayfast and back to Stoutwall.

They continued on their way after that, flying until sunset. They landed again in a clearing in a forest. Not having planned on an overnight voyage, they didn’t bring a tent, so they took turns sleeping under the stars. Jezebel slept for the first half of the night while Allison kept watch, and then they switched.

The next morning they resumed their course, reaching Bayfast a little after noon. Allison landed on the keep roof, where they found one of Miranda’s wizards standing guard. He explained that the princess was away, but escorted them inside to meet Beast, the princess’s sorcerer.

Beast was a large man with straw-colored hair and a long beard. He was a shapeshifter but could change only into a tiger. Allison’s understanding was that all shifters were different. Semblant had been able to take any form he wished, and could also change objects as long as he was touching them. They’d change back as soon as he broke contact. Beast could shift only himself.

They found the sorcerer in the princess’s council chambers, meeting with the household staff. The wizard announced them, and he got to his feet to greet them.

“We’re sorry to disturb you,” Jezebel said, “but we were hoping to speak to Princess Miranda.”

“Mm, yes, well, I’m afraid she’s not here,” he said with a shrug.

“Your wizard mentioned that,” Jezebel said. “Do you know where we might find her?”

“I know where she is,” he said. “It’s unlikely she’ll want to see you, though.”

“Could you find out?” Jezebel asked. “I’m assuming you must be able to reach her by mirror.”

Allison could tell he was uncomfortable. A vision came to her. She saw the princess—a woman with long, blond hair, whom she’d never met, but she was sure it had to be Miranda—sitting outside a small castle overlooking a lake.

Beast took a deep breath, letting it out in a long sigh. Pulling a mirror out of the void, he said, “If Your Highnesses would excuse me for a moment?”

“Of course,” Jezebel said.

The two of them waited outside the council chambers, and he closed the door behind them. Allison could sense that he’d cast the spell to prevent anyone from listening in on him. They couldn’t hear a thing, but only a few minutes later, he emerged again.

“Your Highnesses,” he said, looking back and forth between them. “Have you eaten? Perhaps we could discuss the situation over a meal?”

“I’m famished,” Jezebel said.

“I could eat,” Allison agreed.

“Perfect,” Beast said, sounding relieved.

He led them out of the castle and through the city. They reached a tavern overlooking the bay, sitting at a table on the rear patio. The staff here seemed to know the sorcerer well, and Allison had the impression he was a regular.

“I’m afraid the princess has refused to meet with you,” Beast said, once they’d been served ale and he’d taken a swig. “Between you and me, she hasn’t been herself lately. She knows about the invasion, of course. And, ah, let’s just say she’s not taking it very well.”

“How do you mean?” Jezebel asked.

Beast hemmed and hawed for a moment, and Allison said, “She’s shirking her responsibilities. You haven’t seen her since the first reports arrived about the elvish armies landing in Anoria.”

“How do you know that?” he said with a frown.

“That’s not important,” said Jezebel. “Why is she reacting this way?”

“I’m afraid I don’t know for sure,” he said. “I’ve tried discussing it with her, but she refuses. It’s cowardly if you ask me. Shameful. Bayfast has never abandoned its allies. If her father were here… well, it’s not for me to say, now, is it?” He drank more of his ale.

“Is there anything we can do to help?” said Jezebel. “Nyro will attack again, and we could use Bayfast’s help. Together with Highgate and Stoutwall, we may yet have a chance to prevail.”

A man served their food. “Give me a minute,” Beast said. “I don’t think so well on an empty stomach.”

Allison and Jezebel dug into their meal, too. It was a fish stew, the best Allison had ever tasted. She washed it down with her ale, then sat back in her chair waiting for Beast to say something.

“Her Highness told me she does not wish to speak with you,” he said finally. “Didn’t give me any orders beyond that. She owns an estate out in the forest overlooking a lake. Her father, the prince, built the place when he was young, and Princess Miranda loves it there. Finds the quiet and solitude comforting, I guess.

“If I happened to describe its location in great detail, and the two of you decided to take a look, I wouldn’t be violating my nonexistent orders… right?”

Allison chuckled, and Jezebel said, “You would know the answer to that better than we could. But we would be eternally grateful.”

Beast explained how to find the estate. “I can tell you this much. The princess never wanted to rule. But she was an only child, and her father passed away when she was barely an adult. And she’s a wise and just ruler. Warfare, though, is beyond her ken. One of the smartest people I’ve ever met, but she doesn’t have a mind for combat.”

“She must have military advisers on staff,” said Allison.

“Yes, of course,” Beast said. “Ultimately, she’s still the one who has to make the decisions, though. And I’m not sure she knows what to do with the situation at hand. Maybe that’s behind her decision to withdraw. I don’t know. But I’m hoping the two of you might be able to talk some sense into her.”

“That is very helpful,” Jezebel said. “We will certainly do our best.”

They thanked him, and after another ale, left the tavern with him. Bidding the sorcerer farewell, they mounted Allison’s carpet and took off.

Allison took them north into the forest. Miranda’s private estate was only twenty miles or so from the city. Beast’s directions had been simple and clear, and she had no trouble finding the place. She spotted the lake first, and sure enough, as Beast had told them, the castle was nestled in the woods by the northeast shore.

Flying in closer, Allison spotted the princess sitting on an upper-level terrace. As she took them in closer, Miranda must have seen them. She got to her feet, retreating inside the castle. They landed, getting to their feet, and Allison tucked the carpet into the void. A pitcher of wine sat on the little table next to where the princess had been sitting, her glass half-finished.

A woman came rushing out to meet them, wringing her hands. “I’m terribly sorry, but Her Highness is not accepting visitors.”

“We must speak with her,” said Jezebel. “I am Princess⁠—”

“Princesses Jezebel and Allison from Spanbrook, yes, our sorcerer did tell us you turned up at the castle looking for Her Highness. But I’m afraid she’s not well and cannot speak with you now.”

“We have urgent matters to discuss with her,” Jezebel said, “and we’re not leaving until she hears what we have to say.”

“Oh, I am so very sorry, but⁠—”

“It’s all right,” a voice said. Allison turned to see Miranda emerging from a side entrance. Her long blond hair was disheveled and her eyes were red, as if she’d been crying. She was wearing a robe, as if she’d just risen from bed. “I’ll speak to them. Please, leave us.”

“Are you sure, Your Highness?” the woman said. “You need your rest⁠—”

“Yes, Alice. I’ll be fine.”

The woman hurried inside. Princess Miranda retook her seat, finishing her glass of wine and pouring another. “What do you want?”

“Your Highness,” said Jezebel. “As you know, Nyro has invaded Anoria. Her armies have defeated us in Rockport, Blacksand, Spanbrook, and Keepstone. We have retreated to Stoutwall, where we faced her once again in battle, and managed to⁠—”

“Eliminate her Sacred Circle,” Miranda said. “I know. I’ve received Beast’s reports.”

“Nyro is regrouping and she will attack again,” Jezebel continued. “As it stands now, we are badly outnumbered. But if you come to our aid, together with Highgate, we could⁠—”

“When I was a girl, my father told me stories about Nyro,” Miranda said, drinking some of her wine. “In hindsight, I believe they were meant to be instructive. To serve as a warning against despotism. Yet he succeeded only in terrifying me. I grew up having nightmares about her, dreading that someone like her might rise again. And now the nightmare has become reality. I cannot face this. I hoped the northern princedoms would defeat the invaders before⁠—”

Allison heard a groaning sound coming from inside the castle. Miranda stopped talking, her eyes going wide with fear. “What was that?”

“What was what?” Jezebel asked her, looking confused.

“You heard it?” Miranda said, meeting her gaze.

The noise repeated, louder this time, and Miranda whimpered. Gazing through a window, Allison could swear she saw an enormous shadow moving about. The door burst open, startling Jezebel, and a cloud of dark smoke oozed onto the terrace, taking human shape.

“A demon?” Allison said.

“Where?” Jezebel said, backing away from the door and clinging to Allison. For some reason, she couldn’t see it.

“You see it, too?” Miranda said to Allison, on her feet now. “Thank the stars—no one else ever has. I thought I was losing my mind!”

Allison banished the demon, and it turned to smoke again, blowing away on the breeze. “How long has it been harassing you, Your Highness?”

“For years now,” she said. “It used to be that I could come here to escape it. But now it follows me no matter where I go.”

“A haunting?” Jezebel asked.

“I’m afraid so,” Allison said.

“I told Beast that a spirit was appearing to me when it first started,” Miranda said. “He couldn’t see it, and found no evidence of spectral activity.”

“Hauntings are rare,” Allison told her. “And it’s not uncommon for a demon to hide itself from anyone but the object of its desire.”

“When the invasion started, it got worse,” Miranda said. “It told me that Nyro would destroy our princedom and murder every last one of us. The reports confirmed that Nyro was behind the invasion, so I didn’t know what to believe.

“The demon said Bayfast might be spared if I refused to get involved. Part of me thought I was seeing things—that this demon was only a figment of my imagination. That I was going insane. But it knew things. It would tell me how your battles had gone, and then the reports from Beast would confirm what it told me. I didn’t understand why no one else could see it, but I thought by retreating here, I might save our people.”

“Could Nyro be controlling this demon somehow?” Jezebel asked Allison.

“I don’t think so,” Allison said. “She certainly couldn’t have used Syllith to bind it. If she had, it would be gone now. I suspect that it was drawn to Nyro like a moth to a flame. If it learned of her plans, it could have used that information to terrorize the princess for its own purposes.”

“Is it gone now?” Miranda asked.

“I banished it, but it could still come back. How often does it appear to you?”

“Every night since the invasion started,” Miranda said. “Can you make it stop?”

“I believe so, yes,” Allison said. “We’ll have to wait until it returns.”

Princess Miranda invited them inside. They sat down at her dining room table, and she told them more about what she’d experienced. Allison’s heart went out to the woman; it reminded her of her own haunting all those years ago. Luckily for the princess, the demon hadn’t been able to possess anyone, so there had been no rape. But it had been driving her toward madness.

After dinner, Alice showed Jezebel and Allison to the guest quarters. Allison kissed her wife goodnight and told her to stay in her chambers no matter what. The battle with the demon would most likely grow violent, but she assured her she could handle it. After that, Alice escorted Allison to the princess’s chambers. Miranda had already gone to bed, lying under the covers with her eyes open. An oil lamp on her bedside table provided the only light.

“Is there a certain time of night the demon typically shows up?” Allison asked her.

“It always seems to wait till I’ve fallen asleep,” she said. “But other than that, it could happen at any time.”

“Very well. Then try to get some sleep, and I will stay here until it makes an appearance.”

“You’re sure about this?” the princess asked. “I wouldn’t want any harm to come to you on my behalf.”

“Don’t worry, Your Highness,” Allison told her. “I can handle this.”

Allison sat down in the chair in the corner of the room, and the princess blew out the lamp. Turning her ring around her finger, Allison waited.

Within minutes, the princess was snoring softly. Faint moonlight streaming through the window provided limited illumination, but Allison could make out no more than the shape of the bed in the middle of the room.

Allison remembered her own haunting only too well. To this day, she had nightmares about it. What a difference her magic had made. Back then, her power had never manifested itself—she had no idea she’d ever become a mage, much less a sorcerer. If only she’d possessed the abilities then that she did now, things might have been very different.

A couple of hours passed, and Allison started to wonder if the demon would return. But then she saw it. An oily blob moving among the shadows. Getting to her feet, Allison cast a spell that would prevent the demon from retreating to the spirit realm. With a thought she lit the oil lamp, and sensing her presence, the demon roared.

Miranda woke with a start, sitting up in her bed and screaming. The demon turned to smoke, trying to engulf her, but Allison summoned it, forcing it to leave the princess alone. The monster turned its attention to Allison, trying to possess her. Allison called the magic that would prevent the demon from entering her body.

The demon surrounded her, trying to find a way through her protections. Allison called a dozen smaller spirits, and they started consuming the demon’s spectral substance. The monster howled in pain, desperately trying to flee to the spirit realm, but unable to escape.

Flames erupted around the room, and the bed started bouncing violently up and down. Miranda screamed again, cowering against the headboard.

The demon tried to fight off the little spirits, but they continued gnawing away at its essence. Allison called spectral fire, and the demon’s remaining substance began to smolder. It howled once more, and then it was over. The bed went still, and the flames disappeared. Allison banished her spectral minions, and Miranda’s sobs were the only sound that remained.


Chapter 8
Escape Attempt


Emma woke with a start. It took her a moment to remember where she was and what was happening and when she did, she wanted to scream. For all the good it would do. She was lying naked in the enormous bed she’d been forced to share with Nyro. What her obsession with nudity might be, she’d never understand. The covers were bunched up by her feet, and she vaguely recalled waking in the middle of the night covered in sweat after a nightmare.

“You’re finally awake,” the voice from her nightmares said. Nyro was standing in the doorway, her sleek elvish body naked as always. Emma had tried to think of her as “Estrid,” believing that perhaps an elven mage and senator would terrify her less than the most powerful necromancer Anoria had ever seen. She was wrong. Not once had she stopped being completely terrified since arriving here. “You should get up and have some breakfast. We have a busy day today.”

“Why? What are we doing?” Emma asked, but Nyro walked away without answering.

Emma slipped out of bed, wishing she could cover herself, but it was no use. Nyro had incinerated her clothes. When she’d tried covering herself with a bed sheet before going downstairs one morning, she’d burned that away, too. She’d reduced her staff to ash, ensuring she could perform no magic. At least until she triggered her transformation into a sorcerer. Which Emma knew had to be coming. She didn’t understand the delay but had no doubt Nyro had her reasons.

Padding through the house and down the stairs, she found a feast waiting for her at the dining room table. In the beginning, she’d considered refusing food as a way to protest. But Nyro could use magic to force her to eat. She wanted Emma alive, that much was sure. She sat down to eat, and Nyro watched her for a minute before digging in herself.

“You’ll be accompanying me to the senate today,” Nyro said. “The others are growing impatient. I told them our campaign in Anoria would be nearing completion by now, but of course, that bitch, Syllith, dealt us a grievous blow. Now, instead of delivering the promised victory, I’ll be requesting more troops.

“I already know they’re going to vote against it. But this will expose some of the obstructionists who’ve been trying to work only in the shadows. They won’t openly argue against me, but they’ll vote with the vocal ones when the time comes. And then we’ll eliminate them. It will take time, but my people in the other provinces will ensure that only loyalists run in the elections to replace them.”

Emma didn’t understand why she bothered sharing her plans with her. And she didn’t always. Sometimes she’d go an entire day in silence. Other times, she muttered unintelligibly. More often than not, though, she’d talk to herself, almost as if she’d forgotten that Emma was there. This was only the third or fourth time she’d addressed her directly.

“Why do you need more troops?” Emma asked. “Your army already outnumbers ours. And your elves are far stronger than our soldiers.”

“I’m done taking chances. I will attack again only when I’m certain I can crush the enemy. Which I would have done with my Sacred Circle. Losing them has cost me more than any number of deaths on the battlefield would have. Added to that, your side has those cursed dragons now. Our soldiers might outnumber yours, but those beasts tip the scales in your favor. I’ll neutralize your sorcerers and decimate your army by sheer force of numbers, but I’ll need something special to counteract those dragons.”

“How can you neutralize the sorcerers?” Emma asked. “With your new demons?” Nyro said nothing, eating her breakfast in silence now. “I don’t see how you can combat the dragons. They’re almost impossible to kill and their fire makes them more powerful than any weapon you possess.”

Nyro was done talking.

Once they’d finished eating, Nyro cast an illusion of clothing over herself. A royal blue gown fit for an empress, with a tight bodice and long, flowing skirts. And a bejeweled crown on her head. After making her appear as an elf, she cast a similar spell for Emma but gave her the simple brown dress of a servant.

Nyro summoned the elf mage, Gorm, and spoke to him in the elven tongue for a minute. Emma didn’t understand the language but assumed she was leaving him instructions to carry out during their absence. Next, she cast the spell of compliance on Emma. Her head felt foggy, but she tried to concentrate, determined to remember what happened to her this time.

Pulling the pyramid out of the void, Nyro created a portal, and they walked through it. Emma took in their new surroundings as she returned the artifact to oblivion. They were in the entry hall of what looked like an enormous mansion. Emma had learned that both the island castle and the senate building were in Drengrvollr’s capital city of Krokr, so they couldn’t have gone very far.

A servant hurried over, opening the front door for them. Emma followed Nyro outside and found a horse and carriage waiting for them. Another servant opened the carriage door, giving Nyro a hand climbing inside. He helped Emma, too, and she sat next to the empress.

“You will appear to others as my deaf and dumb cousin from Mestrland, as Syllith did before you,” Nyro told her. “This will ensure there is no need for you to speak to anyone. When we arrive, you will proceed upstairs to the balcony. I will have local mages in the audience to keep an eye on you. Not that you’ll be able to get away, but the resistance has figured out that all is not as it seems with their great leader. So one of them may make an attempt to take you. My mages will prevent that. I thought about leaving you on the island, but I don’t want to let you out of my sight.”

A crowd gathered around their carriage when they reached their destination. Several guards approached, one of them opening the door for them and helping them out while the others held the crowd at bay.

The senate building was a humongous marble structure with a golden dome. Nyro led the way inside, proceeding across the atrium and through a set of giant double doors. One of the guards took Emma by one arm, leading her up the stairs to the balcony level. She took an aisle seat near the front, gazing down at the chamber below.

Tables and chairs filled the space, arranged in a semi-circle facing the dais at the front. Dozens of elves packed the floor, most of them cheering for Nyro as she made her way to the front, stopping to chat with various senators.

Finally, she reached the dais, and another elf called the chamber to order. Emma couldn’t understand a word he said, but the room grew quiet and the elves took their seats when he called out to them. He must have introduced Nyro—or Estrid, as they knew her—because she stepped up to the lectern to raucous cheering and applause.

As Nyro addressed the chamber in elvish, Emma’s concentration waned. It was hard to keep paying attention when she could comprehend nothing. The senators cheered most of what she said, but now and then, one group would remain silent. Emma was sure they represented the opposition, but not even they dared to boo or jeer their empress.

Emma must have dozed off because she started awake when someone poked her in the back. She assumed it had been an accident until a voice whispered in her ear.

“I know you are not who you appear to be,” the person said—in Anoria’s common tongue. “Nyro has cast an illusion spell over you. I’m a mage and a member of the resistance movement. Do not speak! I will ask you questions and you can answer by nodding or shaking your head. Keep your movements subtle—we do not want Nyro to realize I’m communicating with you. Do you understand?”

Emma nodded slightly. Small movements like this were the most she could manage under the enchantment.

“Good. We would like to remove you from the building. Rescuing you from her island would have been impossible, but here, we have a better opportunity. Will you cooperate with our efforts?”

Emma nodded, her heart pounding in her chest now. She’d been holding onto a glimmer of hope that Allison and the other sorcerers might find a way to save her. But this was better than nothing.

“Now, listen carefully. I’ll be casting two separate spells simultaneously. One to make you invisible, and the other to create an illusion of you still sitting here. There will be a momentary glimmer as the two spells take effect, so I’ll have to execute the magic when Nyro is facing away from us, otherwise, she’s sure to notice. Once that’s done, we’ll need to leave. Are you ready?”

Emma shook her head. Nyro had taken away her ability to function autonomously. She couldn’t get up and walk away. But she didn’t know how to explain that without being able to speak.

“Is there some sort of problem with the plan?”

Emma nodded.

The stranger said nothing for a few moments. “I understand. There’s another spell in place that prevents you from leaving. I’ll cancel that first. Make sure not to start moving until I tell you. Do you understand?”

Emma nodded.

She felt his first spell wash over her, and she nearly slumped out of her seat. She could move of her own volition now.

“You’re free now,” the elf told her. “Next I’m going to cast the other two spells. Be ready to move.”

He hadn’t asked a question, but Emma nodded anyway. She was very much ready to leave this place.

Nyro continued her speech, slowly gazing back and forth around the chamber. Her gaze seemed to linger in Emma’s direction, though, and she worried she’d realized something was amiss. But finally, she swept her gaze to the opposite side of the room.

Emma felt the mage’s spells washing over her.

“Now, let’s go,” he hissed in her ear.

She got to her feet, stepping into the aisle, and felt someone grip her arm. It was an elf, taller than most, with a thin, wiry build. He had to be invisible, too—no one around them looked in their direction as they moved.

Leaving the chamber, they hurried to the stairway and down to the main level. Emma could see that she was still wearing the simple brown dress, meaning Nyro’s illusion spell was still in place. Better that than moving through the city as a naked human. The elf led her out of the building and up the street.

“We should find somewhere to hide,” the mage told her. “Remove our invisibility and change our appearances before we go any farther.” He led her up an alley, moving behind one of the buildings. “This should do.”

Before Emma could say anything, he lifted all the spells. Gaping at her, he said, “Why aren’t you wearing anything?”

“You’d have to ask Nyro,” she said, trying to cover herself. “Can you please cast a new illusion?”

“Yes, yes,” he muttered.

Emma felt him cast his spell. Now, she appeared as an elf wearing a bright blue dress. His appearance changed, too, both his facial features and his attire. “Thank you. Now, who the hell are you?”

“We need to keep moving,” he said. “The resistance maintains a hideout nearby. Once we get you there, I promise to answer all of your questions.”

Emma nodded.

They hurried along, the elf leading the way, up one street and down the next. Their course stuck fairly close to the shoreline, in a more-or-less westerly direction. Over the next half hour or so, they moved from the city center to the less crowded outskirts, finally slackening their pace a bit.

“How much farther is it?” Emma asked when there were no other elves in earshot, but the mage shushed her anyway.

Only a few minutes later, the elf stopped, and Emma stood next to him. He looked around for a minute, then produced a key and unlocked the door to a small house. Ushering Emma into the building, he stepped inside, closing and locking the door behind him.

“This way,” he said before she could start asking questions.

He led her through the house, which looked like it had been vacant for quite some time, and down to the cellar. There were no windows, so he called a flame to light their way. Canceling an illusion spell, the elf revealed a doorway in the back wall. They moved into a tunnel, and he closed the door behind them, replacing the illusion spell.

“We’re almost there,” he told her, leading the way up the passage.

Five minutes later, they emerged into a large cavern. Emma could smell the sea and thought she heard crashing waves in the distance.

“This is it,” the elf said, removing his illusion and sitting down on a rocky shelf.

“Leave my illusion in place, please,” she said.

“Yes, of course,” he agreed.

“Now tell me who you are.”

“My name is Arvid. I’m a member of the resistance,” he said, taking a deep breath. “We grew suspicious a while back that Estrid was not what she seemed, and a compatriot of mine uncovered the truth. That she is Nyro. And that she was holding a human sorcerer in her island castle. He freed her and helped her board a ship for Anoria. She wanted to warn your people of the coming invasion.”

“Yes, Syllith,” Emma said. “She reached us, but it was too late.” Emma told him briefly about the battle in Stoutwall.

“That explains why she’s demanding more troops,” he said. “I need to get word to Asmund.”

“He was the one who freed Syllith, wasn’t he?” Emma asked, recalling the name from Syllith’s account of her long ordeal.

“Yes, that’s correct. He’s one of the leaders of our movement.”

Arvid pulled a mirror out of the void, stared into it for a few moments, and then began speaking in Elvish. Emma could hear someone’s replies but didn’t understand what they were saying.

“We must wait here,” the elf said, tucking the mirror back into the void. “He’s going to send some people for you.”

“Will they take me home?” Emma asked, her eyes welling up with tears.

“They’ll negotiate passage for you aboard a ship heading for Anoria,” he said. “But they’ll need to take you out of Krokr first. Nyro will come looking for you when she realizes you’re missing—which she may have done by now. Her people are sure to be watching any outgoing ships from the port here.”

“How did you know Nyro had me in her castle?” Emma asked.

“Ever since Asmund discovered the first sorcerer there, we’ve kept a watch on that island,” he explained. “We saw it when she first took you there through her portal.”

Emma was excited and hopeful for this opportunity to return home, but an ocean voyage would take weeks. And she had no way to let Jezebel or Allison know she’d escaped. In the meantime, if Nyro failed to recapture her, she was sure to take someone else from Anoria she could use the same way Emma was sure she’d been planning on using her.

“Can you use your mirror to communicate with my people back home?” she asked. Not being a sorcerer, she’d never been entirely clear on how the magic worked. “Several of them have mirrors, too.”

“Unfortunately not,” he said. “Mirrors must first be linked before they can be used this way.”

“Do you have any other means to send a message to Anoria?”

“No, I’m sorry.”

They sat in silence after that, the crashing of the waves the only sound. Emma lost track of time, unsure if minutes or hours had passed. She thought she heard something at one point—rocks falling, perhaps. Arvid scanned the area but didn’t seem alarmed.

Suddenly, Emma’s dress disappeared. Her illusion spell was gone.

“What happened?” she asked, trying to cover herself.

Arvid stared at her for a moment before getting to his feet, frantically searching the cave. A bolt of lightning hit him, hurling him into the cavern wall. Arvid fell face-first on the ground, blood oozing from his skull. Emma screamed, standing up and trying to run back to the passage they’d used to get here.

Two elves appeared directly in front of her, grabbing her before she could move around them. One of them hit her with a spell, and everything went black.

Emma’s eyes fluttered open, and she sat up with a start. She was lying in bed, back in Nyro’s island castle. Tears streamed down her cheeks and she stifled a scream. For a brief time, she thought she might actually have been saved.

“Don’t worry,” Nyro said, walking into the room and smiling at her. She was nude, and Emma realized she still was, too. “You were never in any danger. I had a feeling they might make a move while I was busy with the senators. They got you farther than I wanted, but it worked out in the end.

“Now, I’ll need you to come with me. We have some business to handle.”

Emma slipped out of bed, and by the time her feet hit the floor, she was wearing her elven guise but still no clothes. Nyro led her downstairs. It was light out, but she wasn’t sure if it was still the same day or not.

They reached the dining room and Emma gasped. A dozen elves were suspended in midair, without any sign of what might be holding them there, all of them naked, with wounds all over their bodies dripping blood on the floor. Emma thought she recognized a few of them from the senate chamber. One of them opened her mouth and seemed to be speaking to her, but no sound came out.

Nyro sat down at the table, pouring herself a glass of wine from a pitcher. She drank some of it, then sat back in her chair. “The opposition,” she said, smiling at Emma. “With them out of the way, I’ll have no trouble getting my extra troops.”

Nyro pointed at the first elf, and he opened his mouth in a silent scream. Fire consumed him from the inside out, moving slowly from his feet up his legs. Emma was familiar with this spell, but Nyro was dragging it out much longer than usual. Several minutes went by, and the elf writhed in agony as the fire moved up his body. She was pretty sure he’d already died before it reached his head.

Emma watched as Nyro drank her wine, taking her time killing her prisoners. She seemed to be enjoying herself. Emma felt sick, and it was everything she could do to stop herself from vomiting. She tried running upstairs—she did not want to witness this. But Nyro cast the spell to limit her mobility.

Finally, Nyro finished the grisly work, and nothing remained of the senators but so many piles of ash.

“That was invigorating, don’t you think?” Nyro said, getting to her feet. She’d finished most of the pitcher. “Nothing like a little torture to get the blood flowing.”

Emma tried to scream, but couldn’t escape her enchantment.

“I’m getting hungry, but we have some more work to do,” Nyro said, pulling her pyramid out of the void. She created a portal, and Emma could see and smell the ocean cavern on the other side. “After you,” she said, and Emma felt herself walking through the portal, though she was not making herself move. Once Nyro was through, she collapsed the gateway behind her, tucking the pyramid back into the void.

Emma spotted Arvid’s body lying nearby, exactly where it had landed before. But now, there were four more elves, suspended in midair like the senators had been. They were naked and bloody, too, with wounds all over their bodies. One was missing an arm, another a leg, only bloody stumps remaining where the limbs used to be.

Another elf was standing nearby, and he bowed as Nyro approached. He alone was clothed, wearing what looked like mage’s robes. He handed Nyro something, and they spoke for a minute. Although she couldn’t understand the words, Emma knew that Nyro was not pleased.

“Useless,” Nyro said, returning to Emma’s side. Her mage held out one hand, and one of the captives started burning from the feet up, like the senators had back in the castle, his mouth open in a silent scream.

Nyro held up the mirror Arvid had used. “These were the other members of the local resistance cell. Their mage used this mirror to communicate with one of the leaders, but the others didn’t even know his name. Yes, Asmund, that’s right,” she said, flashing Emma a smile. A shiver ran up her spine, knowing Nyro had read that thought in her mind.

“My fool of a mage was too eager,” Nyro continued. “He tried using the mirror himself, tipping our hand. Asmund wisely severed the link.” She threw the now-useless mirror across the cavern. “Had this one not been so impatient, there’s a good chance I could have used the link to locate my foe.”

Emma almost thought she could sense waves of rage rolling off of Nyro.

Her mage finished with the resistance members and turned to face Nyro with a bow. Nyro held out one hand, lifting the elf off the ground. His eyes went wide with fear as he tried to escape her spell. Nyro called fire, setting one of his little toes on fire. The mage screamed and screamed, writhing in agony. Nyro didn’t silence him.

“He’s still useful to me, so I’ll let him live,” she told Emma. “Hopefully this will teach him not to act so impulsively in the future.”

Emma covered her ears, trying to drown out his screaming.


Chapter 9
Shapeshifting


Allison and Jezebel woke at dawn. Allison had returned to her chambers after destroying the demon and helping Princess Miranda calm down. She seemed skeptical that the specter was truly gone at first, but Allison stayed with her until she drifted off to sleep.

Alice served them breakfast, and as the morning wore on, remarked that it was extremely unusual for Miranda to sleep in so late. The princess finally wandered downstairs, sleepy-eyed and tousle-haired.

“I have to thank you, Princess Allison,” she said with a yawn. “That’s the first time I’ve had a good night’s sleep in many months. I feel like a new woman!”

“You’re quite welcome, Your Highness,” Allison said with a smile, thinking she looked like a new woman, too.

Allison volunteered to fly Miranda and Alice back to Castle Bayfast, but they declined. They were both terrified of heights, so it never would have worked. They’d traveled to the lake on horseback and that was how they intended to return. Miranda did assure them she would resume her duties and that Bayfast would be ready to come to their aid when the time came and asked them to keep Beast apprised of their plans.

“I do have one last request,” Miranda said as Allison and Jezebel took their seats on their carpet and prepared to depart. “Could you keep my, ah, ordeal to yourselves? I’d hate to have Augustine or Salerna thinking me weak.”

“Your secret is safe with us, Your Highness,” Jezebel said.

Miranda thanked them, and they took off.

It was a day and a half back to Stoutwall, so they landed in the foothills of the Green Mountains that night. Once they’d eaten, they contacted Azure and Shatter by mirror to let them know Bayfast was back in play, and the two of them said they’d inform Salerna and Augustine. Shatter also let Allison know her potion was ready. After that, they chatted with Khaldun, who assured them Alanna and Leda were on their best behavior.

Allison and Jezebel slept under the stars that night, resuming their flight at dawn the next morning. They made it to Castle Stoutwall late that afternoon. Allison set them down outside the castle walls by the lake, and the two of them got up and stretched. She rolled up the carpet and tucked it into the void, removing the two books from Highgate.

Inside the castle, they went to see Khaldun and Mira. Allison gave them the books.

“Oh, thank you,” Mira said. “I was planning on adding them to our library in Castle Barclay…”

“Hold onto them for now,” Jezebel said. “The day will come when you can add them to our collection. I promise you that.”

“We should tell them about Leda,” Mira said.

“Leda?” Jezebel said. “What did she do? I would have expected something from Alanna.”

“Oh, no,” said Khaldun, “it’s nothing bad. We picked up their magic lessons while you were gone. Leda came to me after our lesson yesterday—Alanna was off riding her dragon—and asked if I could teach her void magic.”

“Void magic?” Allison said. “That’s pretty advanced. Not many non-sorcerer mages ever pick that up.”

“True, but I think she might get it,” he said with a shrug. “She’s been able to cancel illusion spells for a while now. And we’d been working on casting one before the invasion, and she can do it now. Only a small one—she made a cat appear. But she does seem to have an affinity for the magical force.”

“I think she must want something to compete with Alanna’s dragon,” Jezebel said.

“That was my thought as well,” said Mira. “I know she’s feeling a little left out.”

“Well, Alanna’s shown no special aptitude for the magical force, so this could be Leda’s thing,” Jezebel said.

“I hope so,” said Allison. “They’ve always been each other’s equal until now.”

“Also, Allure came to see us at breakfast this morning,” Khaldun said. “I’ll be going with her to see Shadow at the university tonight. She’s going to unlock my latent shapeshifting abilities.”

“That’s great news!” Jezebel said.

“I think I’d like to accompany you if you don’t mind,” Allison said.

“Not at all,” he replied with a grin. “The more the merrier.”

“I’ll be remaining here to keep the null intact,” Mira said. “And I wouldn’t be able to enter Shadow’s tower anyway.”

Allison hadn’t considered that. But if she was right that it was akin to void magic, she was correct. Nothing like that could work on Mira.

Allison went to see Shatter after that, collecting her potion and thanking him for taking care of it for her. The girls weren’t in their chambers, but as expected, they found them with Sigrid, frolicking in a meadow by the lake. One of Augustine’s castle guards stood nearby, a young raven-haired woman, possibly Kongese. Soren was there with his dragon, too, so Alanna grudgingly introduced him to Jezebel and her. Allison found it hard to believe he was three years older than Alanna—they looked to be the same age. But he told them he’d flown his dragon in the battle along with the rest of the crash.

Soren did seem quite smitten with Alanna. Allison knew that look in his eyes as he watched her play with Sigrid. Alanna was much more interested in the dragons, though, and didn’t seem to pay Soren much attention at all. Allison breathed a sigh of relief. Though she knew it was inevitable, she wasn’t yet ready for the girls to become romantically involved with anyone.

Allison met Allure and Khaldun outside the castle that night, not long after dark. They took Allure’s carpet, and with the three of them calling air, they made it to the university in no time. As before, they found Shadow inside her tower. She appeared as a spark of light before taking the glowing outline of her human form.

“Welcome, Khaldun,” she said. “Allure tells me you’ve got some latent shapeshifting abilities you’d like to bring out.”

“Yes,” he said, “if it’s not too much trouble. I’ve been working on it for years, without much progress to show for the effort.”

“Let me see what I can do,” Shadow said, placing her hand on the side of his head. “Yes, I do believe Allure is correct. Shapeshifting is so tough to pin down—it’s different for everyone. I cannot tell exactly how your talent will manifest, but it is there. I will call it forward. This could be a little unsettling—are you ready?”

“Yes, I am,” he said, taking a deep breath.

Shadow did something; Allison could feel a blast of magic. Khaldun stood there and blinked for a moment before he swooned. Allure and Allison managed to catch him before he hit the stone floor, laying him down gently.

Allure took a knee next to him, taking his head in her hands and closing her eyes. “He’s all right,” she said after a few moments, standing upright. “Give him a minute and he’ll come around.”

“I wanted to ask you about Nyro’s sympathetic magic,” Allison said to Shadow. “Do you know how much she can read from someone’s mind? I’ve found I can sense what a person is thinking about, but cannot penetrate their memories. Is it the same for Nyro?”

“It was always like that for her, too,” Shadow said. “Although things may have changed over the centuries. In the beginning, she required physical touch to read a person, but over time, gained the ability to do her readings from a distance.”

“Do you know what her range might be?”

“Again, my information could be outdated,” Shadow said, “but the last I knew, she needed physical proximity. Perhaps fifty or sixty yards? I never knew exactly.”

“What about you?” Allure asked. “Do you have a sense of your range yet?”

“I was able to read someone in the next room in Castle Highgate,” Allison said, “but not any farther than that. I’ll have to experiment more and see if I can build on that.”

Sure enough, Khaldun came around very quickly. Allison helped him to his feet, but he had no trouble standing on his own. He tried shifting his shape, but nothing happened.

“Give it time,” Shadow said, and Allison heard the sound of tinkling bells. “Your body will probably need a few days to adjust.”

“Thank you,” Khaldun said, bowing his head.

Shadow disappeared, and the three of them left the tower. They flew back to Stoutwall, and Khaldun spent a few more minutes trying to change once they’d landed. It was fruitless, though, so they went inside and said goodnight.

Allison rose at dawn, heading down to the great hall to meet Shatter, Battleaxe, and Imani before their training session. Imani had yet to arrive, but much to her surprise, she found Khaldun sitting next to Battleaxe.

“What brings you here so early?” she asked, sitting down and pouring herself a cup of coffee.

“I had a dream,” he said, grinning from ear to ear and practically jumping with excitement. “I turned into a bear and I was running through the forest. It felt so real—I think I would have transformed in my sleep had it not been for Mira’s null.”

“Have you tried it in real life yet?” Allison asked, taking a sip of coffee.

“No, I’ve been waiting for you to arrive.”

“I’m ready,” she said, getting to her feet. She took a few more sips of coffee and added, “Let’s go!”

“I want to see this, too,” said Battleaxe, getting up from her chair.

Shatter was only halfway through his breakfast, so he stayed behind, but Allison and Battleaxe headed out to the grounds with Khaldun.

“Oh, yeah,” he said with a nod as they left Mira’s null. “I can feel it. I know exactly what I need to do.” They moved a little farther from the castle, and then he added, “All right. I can do this.”

Khaldun closed his eyes, focusing for a moment. It happened all of a sudden. His body seemed to turn to liquid, growing and changing shape. Sure enough, he shifted into an enormous brown bear. Still standing on his hind legs, he roared, then ran off on all fours.

“I’ll be damned,” Battleaxe said, following his progress toward the lake.

He returned and retook his usual shape. “I knew it! Hah! This feels great!”

“Can you turn into a dragon?” Allison asked.

“I think so,” he said. He focused, and his body turned protean. Allison and Battleaxe backed away as he grew to massive size and his arms turned into wings. After only a few seconds, his transformation into a dragon was complete. He was a smaller one, maybe Sigrid’s size, but a dragon nonetheless.

Khaldun took off at a trot, wings extended, building up speed as he headed toward the lake. The air caught his wings, and he soared over the water, circling once before going into a dive. He started flapping his wings, desperately trying to gain altitude, but it was no good. He crashed into the lake.

Battleaxe bent over laughing as Khaldun retook his usual form and swam to shore. Her laugh was infectious and Allison couldn’t help but giggle.

“That’s going to take a little practice,” Khaldun said when he reached them, but he couldn’t stop grinning.

“Yes, I think that attempt was a little off,” Battleaxe said, trying to catch her breath.

Khaldun called air to dry himself off.

“Your robes transform with you,” Allison observed. “Can you change other objects?”

“That’s a good question,” he said. He pulled his sword out of the void. Holding it by the hilt, he concentrated for a moment and turned it into a bullwhip. “I guess I can.”

“What happens if you put it down?” Allison asked.

He dropped it, and it turned back into a sword.

“Interesting,” he said. He picked it up again, turning it into a spear this time, but it changed back the moment he let go of it. “Let me try something else,” he said. This time, he kept its shape the same but made it half again as large. And when he put it down, it retained its greater size. “This seems to be similar to what I was able to do before,” he said. “I can alter its features, but not its inherent nature.”

“Can you change anything else about it?” Battleaxe asked.

Khaldun tried changing the shape of its cross guard, making it more curved, and added an engraving of a serpent to the blade. Those changes stuck. He curved the blade, making it more of a saber, and this time, it reverted to its previous shape when he put it down.

“I’ll have to experiment with this more,” he said, tucking the weapon back into the void.

Shatter and Imani had emerged from the castle while Khaldun was testing out his new ability. “What about me?” Allison said. “Can you make me larger?”

“I think so,” he said with a shrug. “I’m not sure if this would hurt you, though. Would your internal organs change with you?”

“Yours must have,” Allison said. “Let’s try it. Go slow, and if anything goes wrong, you can always change me back, right?”

Khaldun nodded. He focused, and at first, Allison felt nothing. But then she noticed her armor growing tighter. “Stop there,” she said.

“I don’t see any difference,” Battleaxe said, looking her up and down.

“I can feel it,” she said. “You three start without me. I want to work on this with Khaldun.” Battleaxe shrugged, and the three of them headed over to where Imani and Shatter’s squires were waiting with their plate armor. The usual crowd had gathered, and they were all watching Allison and Khaldun. “I’m going to make us invisible,” Allison said. She cast the spell around them, and added, “Come with me,” taking off toward the lake. They moved along the shore a ways, finally stopping when they were out of view. Allison kept the invisibility spell in place just in case, and said, “Can you change my armor, too? It’s too tight now.”

“Yes,” he said, and Allison felt it loosening.

“I want you to make me as tall as Shatter and Imani. But you’ll have to keep adjusting the armor, too. Can you do it?”

Khaldun nodded and got to work. He went slowly, taking turns increasing her body size and enlarging her armor. Before long, Allison towered over him.

“How do you feel?” he asked.

“Huge,” she said with a grin. “But otherwise, no different than before. My internal organs seem to be functioning as well as ever.”

“Good,” he said, sounding relieved. “Jezebel would have killed me if I hurt you.”

“No, no, this was my idea,” she said. “I’m the one she would kill. Can you make my muscles larger, too?”

“One way to find out,” he said with a shrug. He focused on her right arm, but nothing happened. “Uh… I think I need to be able to see what I’m working on.”

Allison stripped out of her armor and Khaldun turned a deeper shade of gold. “Try now.” Within seconds, the muscles of her right arm bulged, much larger than before. “Maybe not that much,” she said. He reduced some of the bulk, and she said, “Perfect. Do my other arm.”

Khaldun matched her left arm to her right and then spent the next twenty minutes bulking up her legs and torso. “That should do it,” he said when he was done. “Not as grossly muscular as Shatter, but bigger than Imani.”

“You’ll have to adjust my armor, too,” she said. Khaldun expanded it, and Allison tried it on, but it was much too loose. They spent a few more minutes adjusting it until it was form-fitting again. “I hope all this tinkering didn’t affect the spells,” she said. Allison had spent years weaving protective magic into the material that repelled the four basic forces. “Can you hit me with a fire spell?”

Khaldun threw multiple spells at her, but the armor didn’t seem to have lost any of its power. Only its size and shape were different.

Allison removed her new sword from the void, swinging it around for a minute. She stopped, grinning at Khaldun. “Shatter’s not going to know what hit him.”

“You do look like you could slice him in half now,” he said. “The added size and bulk haven’t affected your balance or coordination?”

Allison spent a few more minutes moving around with her sword, going through some of her training exercises. She didn’t feel like she’d lost any of her physical abilities. The blade no longer felt too large for her, either.

She canceled the invisibility spell, and the two of them walked over to the practice session. The crowd had Shatter, Imani, and Battleaxe completely surrounded, so they had to jostle their way through them. Imani and Shatter were in the middle of a match. Battleaxe spotted Allison, and said, “Holy shit!”, her eyes nearly bulging out of her head.

Shatter and Imani stopped their fight to see what had prompted Battleaxe’s reaction. “Heaven above,” Imani said, looking her up and down with a big grin. “You’re a fucking monster!”

Shatter chuckled. “Now, this is going to be fun.”

“I forfeit,” Imani said. “She’s all yours.”

“Let’s go,” Shatter said, beckoning to her.

Allison squared off with him. Holding her blade in one hand, she pulled the short sword out of the void with the other—it felt more like a dagger now. They circled each other a couple of times, then she attacked. She couldn’t believe how fast she could move now; the transformation had increased her speed as well as her strength. Shatter seemed slow by comparison, and she had no trouble getting through his defense and landing a killing blow, stopping her blade before it decapitated him.

Shatter went on offense next, coming at her with an intensity she hadn’t seen from him before. But Allison parried and evaded his every attack, finally disarming him and sweeping his legs out from underneath him. Shatter hit the ground hard, and she pressed the tip of her longsword against his throat.

They went a few more rounds, but each one ended with Allison the victor. The next time they faced off, Shatter went after her like a wild man, slashing and stabbing with his longsword with total abandon. Allison lost her footing as she retreated, nearly falling over, and Shatter took advantage of her misstep, grabbing her by the throat with one hand. He tried lifting her off her feet, the blood vessels popping out of his head and neck as he strained with the effort, but he couldn’t do it.

Allison smiled at him. Tucking her weapons into the void, she grabbed him with both hands, lifting him off the ground. Shatter flailed his arms, struggling to free himself from her hold, but it was no use. She tossed him through the air, and the crowd scrambled to get out of the way.

Shatter slammed into the turf, creating a ditch as he skidded across the ground, and tried to regain his feet. Allison was on top of him, grabbing him in a chokehold. The giant man fought to free himself, but Allison was too strong. Finally, he yielded.

The crowd roared its approval as Allison got to her feet, and she couldn’t stop grinning. For the first time, she felt like she could face Nyro in single combat and emerge victorious.

“I want a turn,” someone said.

Turning away from Shatter, Allison saw that it was Khaldun. She was surprised, to say the least—he could hold his own in a fight, but he wasn’t in the same league as Shatter, Imani, and Battleaxe. “Are you sure?”

“Yes,” he said with a mischievous grin before turning into a giant bear.

“Oh shit,” Allison muttered as he charged.

Khaldun tackled her, knocking her around with his paws as she tried to regain her feet. Allison might be big now, but as a bear, Khaldun was much larger. Turning onto her back, she managed to kick him off of her with both legs, giving her a chance to get to her feet.

The crowd had scattered, giving them plenty of space. Allison tried over and over again to defend herself against Khaldun’s onslaught, but it was no use. He knocked her down every time, and it took her several attempts to stand up again. If he’d been using his claws, he would have torn her to shreds.

Finally, after sending her sprawling yet again, he sat on her. Allison struggled and fought to push him off of her, but he was too massive. It was hard to breathe, and though she said “I yield!” several times, she doubted he could hear her. She clapped him on the backside several times, and he got off of her.

Changing back to his human form, Khaldun grinned at her and said, “Good fight.”

“You’re an ass,” she said, chuckling as she gave him a shove. “But that was well done.”


Chapter 10
Mages Galore


Nyro sat at the head of her table, the girl in the adjacent seat, and the usual feast laid out before them. She wasn’t hungry, but she drank some wine. Maybe she should forgo the alcohol, given the tasks at hand, but she was enjoying it too much. The girl ate but didn’t seem enthusiastic about it.

“You should drink some wine with that,” Nyro told her.

She didn’t reply. Nyro had finally felt her sexual desire returning for the first time since losing her Sacred Circle, and this one sitting here with her slim figure and perky breasts was only adding to it. She could force her into bed, of course, but for some reason, she didn’t want to go that route this time. With Syllith, it had been different. She’d been denied the pleasures of the flesh for centuries, and it didn’t matter how she sated her desire. Now, she wanted to be wanted. And that wasn’t going to happen with this one.

“It’s time to find ourselves a mage,” Nyro said, finishing her glass of wine and pouring another. “Once we have one, I’ll trigger your transformation and they can bind you to me.”

The girl blanched but said nothing.

“We’ll start binding some demons after that. But I think I have another project for us to work on first.”

There were mages all over Anoria, but it would be easiest to go somewhere known to have a concentration of them. Arthos, for example. Or the university. Nyro wanted to start in Stoutwall, though. Remind them that she was still out here, biding her time before engaging them again. Once the pieces were all in place.

Yes. She wanted to go to Stoutwall. “Let’s go,” she said, getting to her feet.

The girl started to ask where they were going, but Nyro didn’t feel like having a conversation just then. She cast the spell to make her compliant and limit her mobility. She didn’t bother disguising or clothing her. Let the puling children see her and wonder why Nyro hadn’t transformed her yet. Pulling the pyramid out of the void, she tried to open a portal into the courtyard of Castle Stoutwall, but the magic failed.

It had to be the null. She must be keeping that odd magic of hers in place to prevent exactly what Nyro was trying to do now. Once more she attempted it, putting every ounce of her power into the spell, but it was no use. No amount of force could overcome that null. Gods, what she could do with that one if only she could be subverted somehow.

Those fools from Fosland had managed it once, but the logistics were completely different now. The null hadn’t been protected back then, sitting in the middle of the university. Once they’d gotten through the barrier, it had almost been easy. Now, they had her in one of the most fortified locations in all of Anoria.

And being a null, it was impossible for her to move through a portal. Nyro would have to take her to Spanbrook by carpet. But to get close to her, she’d have to relinquish her power. Which would mean taking her by force of arms.

The null cared for this girl, so she could use her as leverage, as they had the princess the last time. But with the null’s magic in effect, they’d have to breach the castle by force. She’d done that once already, and they’d blocked off the secret entrances after that. At least the ones Nyro knew about.

No, acquiring the null wouldn’t be feasible at this time. Even if she could, that one was older and wiser now. There was a good chance she’d refuse to cooperate no matter what Nyro did or threatened to do to this girl. The null had had many years to contemplate what the fools had done to her, and by now, had probably steeled herself against such manipulation.

Oh, well. She was hardly necessary to Nyro’s plan.

Nyro created a portal to the grounds outside the castle walls instead, a little way into the forest, walking through it with the girl right behind her. She closed the portal behind them, taking in their new surroundings. The army camp was nearby. The other mage with the dual inheritance was inside the castle, still asleep. Protected by the null—which thankfully didn’t affect sympathetic magic. No getting to that one, then.

Nyro noticed something this time, though, that she hadn’t before. This one possessed a latent ability. One which she would sacrifice much to obtain. It was subtle—the absence of a thing more than the presence of one. No wonder she’d missed it until now. And while Nyro could bring the talent forward, she doubted it would ever manifest on its own. She would have to devise a way to acquire this one.

Noises drifted over to her from the lake. What was going on there? Dozens of people swimming in the nude? Was this some sort of orgy? Nyro didn’t think these people had it in them.

Moving toward the water, she realized it wasn’t sexual at all. Purely innocent, all of them playing like children. Nyro would have enjoyed this in her younger days. So many centuries ago. Several of the sorcerers were there—the giant, the boy, and the warrior woman among them. As well as one Nyro didn’t recognize. A female version of the giant. Who the hell was this?

Nyro moved closer and failed to stifle a gasp. It was the princess. Only she was as big as the giant and nearly as muscular. And gods, the sexual energy emanating from her now. How on earth had she done this? If she’d possessed untapped magic, Nyro could have brought it out of her. Someone else must have done so—that might account for the magnetism.

Could she be a shapeshifter? That could explain it—this was no illusion. If someone had brought out her untapped abilities, shifting could have been one of them.

The princess froze for a moment, turning toward Nyro and snapping her gaze to hers. Nyro tucked the girl into the void—she wanted to learn more, but wouldn’t risk losing this one. Marching out of the woods and toward the lake, she focused on the princess.

It was the boy. He was the shapeshifter. But he’d changed the princess. Permanently, it would seem. How interesting.

The princess left the water, pulling a massive two-handed sword out of the void. Nyro had no weapon—nothing tucked into the void could come through the portal—and she hadn’t expected to need one. She sensed nothing but confidence from this foe.

“You’ve grown stronger,” Nyro called out, smiling as she took in her body. “And someone’s unlocked your full potential.”

“Shut up and fight,” the princess said, glaring at her.

Fucking hell. She’d made contact with the forsaken one. She was hiding out in that tower at the university. This explained a lot. And in addition to her sympathetic magic, she’d unleashed her full power over the spirit realm. The princess was no necromancer, though. Nyro didn’t think her ancient mentor would allow anyone to bind her. She was too proud for that.

The princess charged, and it was all Nyro could do to evade her onslaught. She would make an interesting opponent, but not today. Summoning her full power, Nyro caused an earthquake, creating a massive chasm in the earth between her and the princess. Withdrawing both the girl and the pyramid from the void, she opened a portal to the university, walking through it right behind the girl. As she closed the gateway behind her, she realized the princess had read her thoughts.

Well, shit. They knew where she’d gone. And they were sure to warn the governors. No matter. She still had another target. Opening another portal, Nyro walked into a field just outside of Arthos, the girl right behind her. She closed the rift and tucked the pyramid into the void. She would have to work on closing her mind before facing the princess again. This was an ability she’d discovered long ago but hadn’t had much use for, so she hadn’t bothered practicing. She was confident it would only take a little work.

Nyro hadn’t thought to bring her carpet, but that was all right. The day was warm and sunny, and she felt like walking. She had much to ponder after that encounter.

They’d need disguises for this visit. Nyro cast an illusion to make the girl look like another she’d known in her youth. A blue-eyed blond she’d taken to bed a few times. For herself, she chose her human appearance from that same time period. Raven black hair and dark eyes. It wouldn’t do to walk through the free city naked, either, so she added simple but attractive dresses to the illusions.

Setting off toward their destination, Nyro contemplated the meaning of the forsaken one’s involvement with her enemies. She shouldn’t be surprised. Of course she would take their side. That tower possessed magic that would ensure Nyro could never find her. Her demons had sensed it when they took Syllith there, and it had made her wonder. She’d always been clever, Nyro had to give her that.

The princess was sure to bind a demon before their next battle. At least one. Which didn’t matter too much—Nyro could still overpower her. But she’d have to accelerate her plans a bit and make sure she bound the demons she wanted before the princess could get to them. She wondered if any of the others might attempt the transformation, too. The tiny one was the only other with any affinity for the spirit realm. She might try it. Nyro doubted anyone else would.

Perhaps she’d be facing two necromancers in addition to the rest. So be it. Forewarned was forearmed. This changed nothing.

The forsaken one’s direct involvement concerned her more. After Nyro, she was the most powerful entity left in the world. Formidable to say the least. But Nyro could use the girl to bind her if she came close. Of course, she’d refuse if she tried to summon her. Her power paled in comparison to Nyro’s, but she was certainly strong enough to resist a summoning. The spells they’d put in place to preserve themselves ensured that would be the case.

If she came close during the battle, Nyro could take her. She very much doubted she’d risk that. Maybe she only planned to assist her foes from behind the scenes. She’d unlocked the princess’s and the boy’s latent talents, and perhaps that was all she would do.

The princess had grown more powerful than any of the others, but she was still no match for Nyro. Not even close. Single combat was another matter. It had been centuries since Nyro had faced her equal in battle. The princess just might be up to it. This could be interesting indeed.

They reached the city, but it was early, and they’d have to wait till evening to carry out what Nyro had in mind. They spent a little time walking around so Nyro could refamiliarize herself. She hadn’t been here in centuries, after all. It was surprising how little had changed. Arthos was old, even from her perspective, and it had always been free of any princedom. Nyro had allowed the tradition to continue during her reign. The place had been a favorite getaway when she attended the university, and to this day, she harbored a certain nostalgia for those carefree holidays.

They took their lunch at a tavern early in the afternoon. Nyro kept an eye on the other customers, but there were no mages here. Not to worry; her plan was a good one. She cast an illusion spell, using the non-existent coins to pay for their meal. They’d disappear from the till eventually, but Nyro would be long gone by then.

Evening finally came and Nyro chose a large inn with a busy common area. Walking inside, she scanned the room and found almost a dozen mages among the patrons. This would be perfect. Moving out to the reception area, she spoke to the woman at the front desk and reserved a room for the night, casting a spell to make her believe Nyro had paid. Taking the keys, she returned to the common area.

She sat at the bar, the girl right next to her, letting her natural magnetism do its work. Sure enough, only minutes later, a couple of young wizards sat down next to them. Nyro used no magic but had them eating out of the palm of her hand. She invited them to her room, and they followed her upstairs.

Once inside, she closed the door, had the girl sit down on the chair in the corner, and lay on the bed, removing the illusion of clothing. “I’m all yours, boys, do whatever you want with me.” They chuckled, removing their robes. One lay next to her, kissing her and caressing her breasts. The other moved toward the girl. “Not her. Only me.”

The two of them turned out to be quite creative, and Nyro enjoyed their attention to the fullest. Once they were done, she incinerated their robes and their wands.

“What the hell?” one of them demanded, getting out of the bed and standing there, looking irate. Nyro tucked the two of them into the void. She removed the spells on the girl, returning her to her true appearance, without any clothes, and restoring her free will.

“I do not want to watch this!” she said, getting to her feet and trying to leave the room. Nyro called earth to keep the door closed. “LET ME GO!”

“You know I can’t do that,” Nyro said. “But I won’t make you watch anymore.” She tucked the girl into the void. No doubt, she’d tell the other two who she was, and what was likely to happen to them. Which was fine. Let them contemplate their fate for a little while.

Nyro restored the illusion of her dress and returned to the common room. She sat at the bar and drank a few ales, letting her sympathetic magic do its thing. This time, she returned to her room with a witch. She enjoyed women so much, but couldn’t decide if she preferred them to men. Depended on the individual, she supposed. This one wasn’t as creative as the last two. When they were done, she burned her clothes and staff and moved her into the void with the others.

A young married couple made their move on Nyro next. She brought them back to her room, and let them have their way with her. Then she added them to her collection.

The common room grew busier as the night wore on, and Arthos being a haven for mages, she had no shortage of new candidates. It took most of the night, but she assembled twelve mages total, equally split between men and women. Perfect. She needed one more, though, and this time it would be best to find one with the dual inheritance. None of the ones she’d captured so far had it. Which was a little surprising, but random chance was what it was.

Nyro sat at the bar for another hour, turning down several men and women, and even another couple. She started thinking she’d have to return the following night when in walked a sorcerer. Nyro had no idea who she was, but this would save her the trouble of having to transform her. She was attractive, too. Kongese, by the look of her.

The sorcerer walked past Nyro, giving her an odd look, but not initiating conversation. She went to the back of the common room and sat down with her two companions, a witch and a wizard. Nyro wasn’t in the mood to waste any time. Getting up from the bar, she walked over to the table and sat down with them.

“Hello,” the wizard said, chuckling. “Who might you be?”

“You’re from Kong?” Nyro said to the sorcerer, ignoring the boy.

“No, Shifar,” she said, her voice deadpan.

“Funny. What brings you to Arthos?”

“Just a little holiday with my friends, here,” she said.

“You’re from the university,” Nyro said. “Still in training—no assignment yet?”

“How could you possibly know that?” the sorcerer said with a frown.

“Fang, that’s an unusual name. I love it.”

“What the hell is going on here?” the wizard demanded, gripping his staff. Nyro incinerated it with a thought. “Hey!” he said, getting to his feet and hovering over her angrily.

“Sit down, Jonas,” the sorcerer said, and Nyro didn’t need to read her thoughts to sense her fear. She, at least, had an inkling that Nyro wasn’t what she appeared to be. “Who are you?” she added in a whisper, giving Nyro a puzzled look.

“Why don’t you come with me?” Nyro said, hitting the other two with sleep spells.

“I’m not sure if I want to do that,” she said.

“Oh, you definitely do,” Nyro said, getting to her feet and casting a spell of compliance.

The sorcerer stood up and followed her up to her room. Nyro’s body was sore after all of the evening’s activity, and as attractive as she found this one, it would have to wait until another time. She tucked her into the void.

Now she needed to take this rabble back to Drengrvollr with her, and she couldn’t do that with them all in the void. She left the inn, walking through the city and humming to herself. It was late—only a few more hours till dawn, she believed. All the alcohol had gone to her head, and she felt good. Her plans were unfolding nicely. No longer did she have any worries about the princess or the forsaken one. Nyro now had all the mages she’d need.

Reaching a field east of the city, she removed her acquisitions from the void one at a time, casting the spell to make them compliant before they could flee. Once they were all out, she withdrew the pyramid and opened a portal back to her private island. It was daytime there, so a blinding light filled the field, but that didn’t matter. She’d be long gone by the time anyone came to investigate.

Nyro herded her sheep through the portal as quickly as possible—she couldn’t keep it open very long. She walked through, and it collapsed right behind her of its own accord. Gorm was waiting for her, and he eyed their guests with a curious look. Let him wonder.

He opened a gateway for them in the protective barrier, and Nyro led them through it and into the castle. She took them to the dining room and ordered the staff to prepare a feast. All that sex took a lot of energy, and she was famished.

Nyro sat at the head of the table, drinking her wine, and appreciating the beauty of these mages she’d collected. She’d have to work with the girl and the sorcerer first. There was no way around that.

Once she’d eaten and downed a few more glasses of wine, she got to work. Releasing the sorcerer from her spell, she invited her to sit with her at the table. She hesitated, terror in her eyes, but then she sat down.

“Fang, I truly do love that name,” Nyro said with a smile.

“The girl, Emma, told me in the void that you’re… you’re Nyro? Is that true?”

Getting to her feet, Nyro removed the illusions she’d cast over herself, revealing her elvish body and retaking her seat. “She told you the truth. This body belonged to an elf mage and senator named Estrid. But it’s mine, now.”

“Where are we?” she asked.

“My private island castle in Drengrvollr,” Nyro said. “We’re on the elven continent,” she added in answer to the sorcerer’s blank stare. “I’m going to trigger the girl’s transformation into a sorcerer, and I’ll need you to bind her to me.”

“W-what? That’s impossible—you can’t make someone transform⁠—”

“Oh, but I can.”

“I don’t know the spells of binding, though. I’m no governor!”

“No matter, I know them. I’ve had to modify them a bit to make them work on an elvish body but I’ll, ah, guide you through that when the time comes.” She’d worried about losing Syllith when she’d done this the first time. It had taken quite a bit of experimentation to get it right. The girl should have a much easier time of it.

“W-what are you going to do with me after that?” Fang asked.

“My first instinct would be to kill you,” Nyro said with a sigh. Fang whimpered, her eyes filling with tears. “But unlike last time, I don’t have my Sacred Circle anymore. I could use a good sorcerer. We’d have to bind you to me, of course. Would you be willing to enter my service?” If not, she’d kill her. It would be enough work constantly forcing the new demons to obey her. She didn’t have the patience to do it with a sorcerer, too.

“I want to live,” she said, her bottom lip trembling. “I’ll do whatever you want me to do.”

“Good. That’s a wise choice. Very well, then. Let’s proceed, shall we?”

Nyro released the girl from her spells. She gazed around at the other mages, all of them standing there naked and slack-jawed, and started sobbing. “W-what are you going to do with them? What the fuck is this?”

“You’ll see,” Nyro said with a grin. Pointing a finger, she triggered her transformation. The girl dropped, howling in pain and writhing around on the floor. She started foaming at the mouth as her skin turned golden.

“I don’t believe it,” Fang said, watching the metamorphosis with her eyes wide, her voice barely more than a whisper.

“It is something to witness, isn’t it?” Nyro said.

The girl’s transformation finished and she got to her feet, staring down at her body in disbelief.

“Now for the fun part,” Nyro said. “Go ahead and lie down, flat on your back.”

The girl stared, her expression defiant. Nyro put her under her spell, forcing her to comply. Once the bonds had grown out of the floor, securing the girl by the wrists and ankles, she cast her enchantment over the sorcerer, too. Sure enough, she was able to complete the rite of binding in a single shot this time.

Once that was done, she made the girl perform the rite for the Kongese one. This time was the easiest of all. Nyro had the two of them stand before her, walking around them with a glass of wine in one hand. She was pleased. They were beautiful specimens, their chiseled, golden bodies perfect in form. Their vacant red eyes stared straight ahead, and she knew their true names. If the Kongese one gave her any trouble, she wouldn’t hesitate to eliminate her. She’d need to keep the girl at all costs, though.

Although, perhaps it would be better to use the Kongese for that. She seemed more compliant. More accepting of her fate. Nyro could eliminate the girl—she wanted nothing to do with her role here. Then again, she was her doom’s sister. It still seemed fitting to let her keep her place of honor in Nyro’s grand designs. Yes, that would be best. She’d stick to her original plan. The Kongese one would have her uses, she was sure.

Nyro sat down and drank her wine. What next? She recalled the princess’s newly unleashed spectral powers and decided she’d have to make the girl bind the demons next. The other mages could wait.


Chapter 11
Fallout


Despite Khaldun smacking her around, Allison felt great. Finally big and strong enough to defeat Shatter, she felt like she could take on anyone in single combat. Now she needed to bind Shadow and take her thaumaturgic prowess to the next level, too.

Splashing around in the lake with Khaldun, Shatter, Battleaxe, and Imani, she worked on her sympathetic magic. Shatter was in the middle of a friendly wrestling match with Battleaxe, each trying to dunk the other under the water. Allison couldn’t read him at all. Battleaxe’s only thought was to get the big sorcerer into bed. She had to stifle a giggle.

Many of the soldiers around Imani were drawn to her sexual magnetism, both men and women. Those closest to her felt it the strongest. Imani herself seemed oblivious to all the attention, thinking instead about ways to beef up her training regimen. She felt the others surpassing her in their practice sessions and wanted to reverse that trend. Allison tried expanding her reach, but at this distance, she couldn’t read anyone in the castle or the army camp.

At that moment, she felt powerful magic wash over her. Gazing around the lake and the grounds, she tried locating its source, but came up empty. That was strange. What could have generated so much power?

Allison spent several more seconds searching for the source, and then she froze. Someone was reading her. Turning, she spotted two people out in the trees. She gasped—it was Nyro and Emma. She strode out of the water, pulling her sword out of the void. Emma vanished—she was pretty sure Nyro had tucked her into the void—and then, Nyro marched out of the trees to meet her.

“You’ve grown stronger,” Nyro called out, looking her up and down. “And someone’s unlocked your full potential.”

“Shut up and fight,” Allison said, but couldn’t help her thoughts flickering to Shadow.

Nyro bore no weapon, but she wouldn’t let herself underestimate this foe. Allison charged, slicing at Nyro over and over again, but she moved like water, always just out of reach. The earth started shaking, and Allison had to back off and concentrate on keeping her balance. A chasm opened in the ground between Nyro and her, and Allison retreated lest she be swallowed up by it.

Powerful magic washed over her again, and Allison realized that Nyro had produced her pyramid from the void—along with Emma—and opened a portal. Allison didn’t recognize the meadow beyond but could see in Nyro’s mind where they were going. The two of them stepped through the gateway and it disappeared.

Tucking her sword back into the void, Allison retrieved her armor, pulled her mirror out of its pocket, and reached out to Governor Amelia at the university.

“Princess Allison,” the governor said as her face appeared in the glass.

“Nyro just moved through a portal to the university,” Allison told her. “She’s got Emma with her, and she hasn’t transformed yet. She must be planning to acquire a mage there who can bind her.”

“Oh, no,” Amelia said, going pale. “Thank you, Your Highness. I will alert the others and do everything in our power to stop her.”

“Keep me apprised,” said Allison.

Amelia nodded before disappearing from the mirror.

Allison called air to dry off her armor before putting it on. Running toward the castle, she felt her magic die in the null before reaching the gates. Hurrying inside, she found Mira in the entry hall.

“What happened?” she asked. “I felt something powerful crashing into my null.”

Allison told her what had taken place.

“Nyro here,” Mira muttered, fear in her eyes.

“We need to gather the council,” Allison said. “Can you alert the steward and have him get the word out? I’ll recall the others from the lake.”

Mira nodded and hurried off. Allison left the castle but found Shatter, Khaldun, Battleaxe, and Imani hurrying over to her.

“That was Nyro?” Khaldun asked.

“I’m afraid so,” she confirmed.

Jezebel came running through the gate, stopping short when she saw Allison. She stared at her with a blank expression for a moment before screaming. “What happened to you?” she said, looking her up and down.

“I’ll tell you everything, I promise,” she said with a grin, “but we’ve got to get inside for a council meeting.”

Ten minutes later, they were sitting in Augustine’s private dining room with all the usual rulers, mages, and military commanders. Allison spent a few minutes explaining what had happened with her transformation and Nyro’s brief visit.

“Nyro still hasn’t triggered Emma’s transformation?” Augustine asked once she’d finished.

“No, but I’m sure she only came here to try and acquire a sorcerer who could perform the rite of binding for her,” Allison said. “Which means she must be getting ready to proceed with her plans.”

“There are plenty of young mages at the university she could take,” Allure said with a sigh. “Have you heard anything back from Governor Amelia since your warning?”

“No, but I can check now,” Allison said. “I’ll be right back.” Hurrying out of the castle and retrieving her mirror, she reached out to the governor again.

“Your Highness,” Amelia said. “I’ve gathered the other governors and faculty, and we’ve made our stand around the dormitory buildings. We’ve instructed the students to stay inside, but so far, we’ve seen no sign of Nyro here.”

“Thank you,” Allison said. Tucking the mirror back into its pocket, she returned to the council and told the others about her conversation.

“Nyro might have sensed you reading her,” Sage said. “In which case, she could have gone elsewhere to find her mage.”

“And that means she could be anywhere by now,” Mist said.

“If I were Nyro,” Khaldun said, giving them a pensive look, “I’d want to go somewhere I knew for sure I would find a high concentration of mages.”

“Arthos,” Mira said.

“We should get word to the city council,” Allison said. “Does anyone have a mirror linked to one of them?”

“I do,” Battleaxe said, getting to her feet. “I’ll warn them now. The trouble is that the city is enormous. It’s unlikely they’ll find Nyro before it’s too late.” She hurried out of the room. A couple of minutes later, she returned, letting them know she’d delivered the warning.

“We’ve done what we can,” Augustine said. “With Princess Allison and Lord Khaldun’s new abilities, we should be better equipped for Nyro’s next attack.”

“It’s not enough,” Allison said. “I need to bind Shadow and become a necromancer. Only then will I have any chance of matching Nyro’s power.”

“I’ll speak to Shadow when we’re done here and find out if she’s ready yet,” Allure said.

“Once I do this, I should use the pyramid to go to Drengrvollr and rescue Emma,” Allison said.

“It would be ideal if we could get you there before Nyro binds any new demons,” Jezebel said.

“For Emma’s sake, I agree,” said Khaldun. “But that will only slow Nyro down. She’ll abduct another mage and use them to bind her demons instead.”

“And I’m afraid it may already be too late for Emma,” Allison said with a sigh. “Nyro read me when she was here. She knows Shadow unlocked my full potential. It wouldn’t be such a leap for her to realize I’ll be binding the demon soon.”

“Which may prompt her to accelerate her own plans,” said Khaldun.

“Exactly,” Allison replied.

“It would still behoove us to rescue Emma,” said Sage, “regardless of how far along Nyro might be. We know from Syllith’s account that Nyro shared her plans with her. There’s a good chance Emma can provide insight into what Nyro’s got in store for us.”

“Not only that,” said Allison, “but as much as I wish we could spare Emma any further suffering, rescuing her after Nyro binds her demons would actually help our war effort. She must be taking her time in part to find the strongest candidates for binding, knowing that there are no demons as well-suited as her Sacred Circle. Once we have Emma, we can reassign her bond, and Nyro will lose her command of those specters. Unlike the Circle, they’ll have no interest in continuing to do her bidding.”

“The only trouble is that without Nyro, Emma will lack the power to control them on her own,” Khaldun said. “It would be like what happened to Myrddin, only worse.”

“There’s no way around that,” Allison muttered. “We’ll have to keep her inside Mira’s null. As long as Emma’s isolated from the specters, they should pose no threat to any of us.”

“That’s true,” said Allure. “I’ll ask Shadow about this, though. Perhaps there’s some way to fortify Emma’s command over them. As far as Emma providing us with information about Nyro’s plans, that should be possible without physically rescuing her.”

“How?” said Khaldun.

“Shadow can move through the spectral plane to Drengrvollr,” Allison said. “Doing so now would put her at risk—Nyro could bind her if she comes too close. But once I’ve bound her, that threat will be removed.”

“So, she could communicate with Emma and find out what she knows?” Khaldun said. Allison nodded. “In that case, it might also be helpful to have Shadow locate the elf mage who helped Syllith escape. Asmund was his name, I believe. He was a leader in the resistance movement over there. Perhaps they could send some aid.”

“That could be,” Sage said. “It sounds like Nyro has already taken command of the entirety of the elven continent’s military resources, but it would be worth investigating. If the resistance has amassed any kind of army, we could certainly use their help.”

“Even if they can send mages, it could make a difference,” Shatter said.

“I still want to go to Drengrvollr in person,” Allison said. “We can send Shadow to do some reconnaissance for us, but rescuing Emma must be a top priority.”

“It will be dangerous, Your Highness,” said Augustine. “After losing Syllith, she’s sure to have fortified her island against such incursions. And correct me if I’m wrong, but it’s likely that she knows the university has another pyramid in its possession. She may be expecting a rescue attempt.”

“I appreciate your concern,” Allison said. “And I have no intention of being reckless. But once we’ve assessed her defenses, if there’s any possibility of getting Emma out of there, I plan on making the attempt.”

Augustine nodded. “Very well. Where do we stand with Bayfast and Highgate? They will send troops when Nyro attacks again?”

“We can count on Salerna and Miranda,” Jezebel confirmed. “Your Highness, the problem is that if Nyro divides her forces again, sending troops to Highgate like she did last time, she could effectively tie up any aid we might otherwise have expected from those princedoms.”

“There may not be any way to prevent that,” Prince Carlo said. “We would have to choose one fortress from which to make a last stand, abandoning the others. Gather all available troops around the same castle. I cannot imagine Salerna or Miranda would be willing to make such a sacrifice.”

“Prince Carlo is right,” Allison said. “And of the three, Highgate is the most heavily fortified. I hate to ask this of you, Prince Augustine, but abandoning Stoutwall and Bayfast, and uniting all of our forces in Highgate would provide the best chance of success.”

Augustine sat back in his chair, taking a deep breath and heaving a long sigh. “Abandon Stoutwall,” he repeated, shaking his head. “Never did I think I would see the day. But I fear you may be right. Would Princess Miranda agree to such a plan?”

“I’ll have to consult with her,” said Allison. “I have a feeling she might. We should reach out to Prince Kamari from Okset as well. His army is larger than all of ours combined.”

Khaldun shook his head. “Kamari will never agree to abandon his city. He refused to believe Nyro survived the war with the elves, much less that she was any threat to us now.”

“That was before the invasion,” Mira pointed out. “He’d be hard-pressed to deny the reality of our current situation.”

“It’s worth a shot, I suppose,” Khaldun said with a shrug. “I’ll reach out to his sorcerer, Siren, once we’ve finished here.”

“If we’re going to abandon Stoutwall anyway, we should consider laying a trap for Nyro,” Shatter said. “It might be possible to draw her into the castle again. Once she’s inside, with all of our mages acting in concert, we may be able to destroy her.”

“What would we use as bait?” Augustine asked. “Last time, she entered the castle to abduct Emma. If she’s gone to Arthos to acquire the other mages she needs, I’m not sure what else might draw her in.”

“Me,” Allison said. “I could sense that she saw me as a challenge. She had no weapon this morning. If we presented her with an opportunity to face me in single combat, she might just take it.”

“Or me,” said Mira. “Dredmort told me Nyro never had a null during her reign. I’m sure the prospect of acquiring me would be attractive to her.”

“We’ll have to think on this,” Augustine said with a nod.

“What about the old gods?” said Khaldun. “When we were taking the first artifact to the university, we stopped at an ancient temple. The monks there tried to use the pyramid to release their gods from some other plane of existence. I guess Nyro banished them there in ancient times? I doubt they’re true gods, but they did seem like powerful mages. Could they help us against Nyro?”

“We could use the pyramid to bring them here,” Sage said. “But there’s no telling what they might do. Perhaps they would help us in the fight against Nyro, using our resources to defeat her. But what then? They may try taking Anoria for their own. If the stories are true, they would be loyal only to themselves.”

“I agree,” said Allure. “Unleashing those beings could prove disastrous. We cannot trust them.”

“Very well,” said Augustine. “We will consider sacrificing our castle for the sake of consolidating our forces in Highgate and perhaps setting a trap for Nyro. Princess Allison will reach out to Bayfast to see if Miranda would be agreeable to such a plan. And Governor Allure will find out if Shadow is ready for her rite of binding. I believe that should conclude our business this morning.”

The meeting adjourned, and Allison headed up to her chambers with Jezebel. Leda and Alanna were awake but still in bed. They spotted Allison and both screamed the way Jezebel had.

“You’re a giant!” Alanna said. “Who did this to you?”

“You remind me of Shatter,” Leda said with a frown.

“Khaldun did this if you must know,” Allison told them, “because I asked him to.”

“Why?” Leda said.

“Don’t worry about it,” Jezebel told her. “It’s none of your business anyway. Why don’t you both go down to the great hall for breakfast?”

“I was going to go visit Sigrid first,” Alanna said.

“Not today,” Jezebel said. “I think the two of you had better stay inside the castle for now.”

“What? Why?” Alanna said. “I have to see Sigrid! She’ll be so sad without me!”

“She can come to the castle and see you in the courtyard,” Jezebel said. “Nyro showed up on the grounds this morning so I do not want you two wandering about.”

“What?” said Leda. “Nyro was here?”

“Yes,” said Allison, “and we believe she was looking for another mage to abduct. So, please, promise us you will stay in the castle!”

“I swear on my sister’s life I won’t go anywhere,” Leda said.

“Hey!” Alanna said, pushing her and nearly knocking her out of the bed. “I agree. You should have told us that from the start!”

Jezebel coaxed them out of bed, and they headed down to breakfast. “Now let me get a proper look at you,” she said, sitting on their bed and flashing Allison a sultry smile. “Take off that armor.”

Allison chuckled. She stripped out of the leather, turning slowly in place to give her a full view. “If we don’t like it, I can always have Khaldun change me back once the war is over.”

“I think I like you this way,” Jezebel said. “It’ll take a little getting used to, however. Why don’t you come to bed and let me get a little more familiar with this new body.”

“I don’t know how you can think about lovemaking at a time like this,” she said, sliding into bed next to her.

“It’s all I can think about since your last visit with Shadow,” she said, kissing her hungrily.

They made love, but Allison was distracted. Nyro showing up here had rattled her, and all she could think about was the rite of binding. She didn’t understand what was taking Shadow so long. Everything depended on her becoming a necromancer. She didn’t know precisely how things would unfold yet, but felt certain this was the only path to victory—and to saving Anoria.

Later that morning, Allison and Khaldun tried to help Shatter and Battleaxe close the chasm Nyro had opened. The four of them called earth, but couldn’t generate enough power to do it.

“I don’t understand,” Khaldun said after they’d tried a few times. “I’ve opened chasms like this before, so why can’t the four of us together close this one?”

“This is different,” Shatter said. “Nyro opened this rift deep into the bedrock. None of us possess that kind of power.”

“Hopefully people watch where they’re going out here,” Battleaxe said, peering into the abyss. “It’s a long way down!”

Later that morning, Allison contacted Beast by mirror. She explained their proposal to gather all of their armies in Highgate, abandoning Stoutwall and Bayfast, and using Castle Stoutwall to lay a trap for Nyro. He said he would relay the message to Miranda.

Only an hour later, Miranda used Beast’s mirror to respond. She told her she supported the proposal wholeheartedly. When the time came, she could evacuate her city, and personally lead her armies to Highgate.

“I understand the threat Nyro represents,” she said. “We must not allow her to destroy Anoria. If joining forces in Highgate is the best way to stop her, then Bayfast will be there.”

“Thank you, Your Highness,” Allison said. She promised to keep her informed.

Allure came to find her after that. She explained that she’d been unable to reach Shadow, but suggested that they experiment with their sympathetic magic to see if Allison could keep her out of her mind. Allison was happy for the distraction.

The two of them left the castle, walking up to the top of the waterfall. Sitting on the bench there, they turned to face each other. Allure placed one hand against Allison’s cheek and closed her eyes.

Allure told her she was reading her, but Allison felt nothing at first. Until suddenly she did. It was subtle, but she could sense her presence inside her mind. Allison focused on pushing her out, and after a few seconds, it worked. They repeated the experiment several times, and Allison found it easier to sense her every time, and took less and less time to force her out.

“We know this works now,” said Allison. “But I’ll need to learn how to stop Nyro from initiating a reading in the first place, rather than only kicking her out once she’s begun.”

“This is better than nothing,” Allure said with a smile. “And besides, if it comes to combat, this should be good enough.”

“That’s probably true,” Allison conceded.

“I want to try this, too,” said Allure. “Try reading me and I’ll see if I can stop you.”

Allison nodded. Staring into her eyes, Allison opened her senses. Allure was thinking about how attracted she was to her, and wished she could take her to bed. Allison giggled nervously.

“I’m sorry—I’ll try to think about something else. It’s hard, though. I’m not used to being on the receiving end of someone else’s magnetism.”

Allure didn’t think about anything else, but did manage to close her mind to her. They repeated the exercise several times, and like Allison, she improved every time but was unable to stop her from initiating a reading.

“We should both work on this,” Allure said. “Mira’s able to control her null even when she’s asleep, so I feel like this should be similar. If we can learn to keep our minds closed, we could make it a habit the way she has.”

That evening, Allison headed to the great hall for dinner with Jezebel and the girls. But Augustine’s steward caught up to them in the entry hall to let them know that the prince had invited them to dine with him and his family. So the four of them went to his private dining room instead.

Once they’d sat down, Augustine told them that he’d decided abandoning Stoutwall and uniting their combined forces in Highgate was their best way forward. And he supported the idea of using his castle to set a trap for Nyro.

“I’m not sure how best to execute that plan, however,” he concluded. “You and the other sorcerers should probably be the ones to figure this out and orchestrate it when the time comes. I think those of you with her kind of power best understand how her mind works.”

“We’ll put our heads together and come up with something good,” Allison assured him. Though she didn’t know yet what that might be.


Chapter 12
Missing


Nyro needed to get on with it. The demons she’d chosen were the very same ones the princess was certain to select as well. Forcing the girl to bind them now would ensure the princess could not. She only had to hope it wasn’t already too late.

Sitting in her dining room and leaving the girl under her enchantment, she forced her to summon the one known as Cyclone in life. She resisted, and Nyro had to channel her full power through the girl to call her forward. Finally, the demon rose through the floor as smoke, coalescing into a human shape.

“I knew it had to be you,” she said, engulfing Nyro and trying to possess her.

Nyro laughed, and the specter withdrew. “This body is elvish. There’s nothing you can do to it.”

“What do you want?”

“Your existence,” Nyro said with a smile. “The girl is going to bind you, and through her, I shall control you.”

Cyclone seemed to notice the two sorcerers for the first time. “You can’t do this.”

“I think you’ll find that I can.”

“I won’t do your bidding. I’ll refuse your every command.”

“You are welcome to try,” Nyro said. She forced the girl to perform the rite of binding, and the demon screamed. It took a few moments for the spells to take hold, and then she said, “Now you are mine.”

Nyro summoned the next demon, the one known as Legion in life. This one offered less resistance than the first. They seemed almost resigned to their fate as if they’d seen this coming. Nyro had wondered if this one would manifest as multiple demons, but it was not to be. It remained to be seen if they’d retained their special talent in death. Nyro so hoped that they had. Once she was done forcing the girl to bind them, she sent them back to the spectral plane.

She completed the rite with the last five, wishing there were more. In hindsight, she realized she might have been a little hasty in forcing Syllith to invoke the oaf’s true name. He’d been the most powerful of the bunch and would have been quite useful to her now. If only she’d foreseen the demise of her Sacred Circle… Oh, well. What was done was done, and there was no use dwelling on it.

It was a little surprising that the princess hadn’t bound any of the demons from this group already. Nyro wondered why that would be. Could the forsaken one be allowing her to bind her, after all? The woman she’d known never would have allowed that. Yet that was a very long time ago. Circumstances had certainly changed. And death could change a person quite radically, as Nyro knew only too well.

Facing the combined power of the princess and the forsaken one might change things. Nyro felt a twinge of doubt. She gazed at her two sorcerers, standing there like statues. The girl had now merged her soul with the seven most powerful demons after the forsaken one. But if the princess really was going to bind her, it wouldn’t be enough. Nyro reconsidered her previous plan.

There was no reason the Kongese couldn’t bind demons, too. Only the wild ones remained, so there was no other choice. Yes, this was the right course of action.

Nyro summoned the strongest one she’d been able to find during her research, and it roared as it rose through the floor, rattling the chandelier. It tried possessing her, and Nyro had to force the Kongese to get it under control. This demon was far too strong for the necromancer, and were it not for Nyro channeling her power into her, it would certainly take her over if she tried binding it. This would be a dangerous undertaking, but she had no choice. She forced the Kongese to bind it, then sent it away.

Nyro made her bind only three more demons. She’d have to test this out with those first and make sure her control would hold. As far as she knew, no other mage had ever attempted anything like this. So it remained to be seen how successful it would be. No great loss if it failed; at this point, the Kongese was disposable.

Next, Nyro used the girl to summon Cyclone again. She was hoping the spell she’d used on her Sacred Circle might help preserve her new demons’ identities. As an elf, she could not wield this magic herself, of course, so she tried to make the girl do it. This proved challenging, as the girl’s natural talent wasn’t very strong. She was sure it would have been much easier using Syllith. But in the end, she got the job done. Cyclone should now retain her sense of self as much as her Sacred Circle had. Nyro repeated the process with each of the other six.

Night had fallen by the time Nyro was done. This had been a lot of work, but the critical steps were now completed. When she first contemplated binding these demons, she’d debated whether she wanted to leave them in spectral form and decided that she did. Now, though, with the Kongese commanding the second group, perhaps she could have the best of both worlds. Yes. This would be the best way forward. And it would have certain fringe benefits as well.

Once she’d cast illusions to make the girl and the Kongese appear as elves, Nyro pulled the pyramid out of the void, opening a portal to Krokr’s port and walking through it, her two necromancers in tow. Closing the portal, she turned to survey the situation. Already more than two dozen ships had docked and taken on fresh soldiers, proceeding to anchor out in the bay. Half a dozen more ships were loading their passengers now. Right on schedule. Nyro walked along the pier until she found the commander in charge of this operation.

“Your Majesty,” he said, taking a knee. “My apologies, we weren’t expecting you today.”

“Rise,” she told him with a smile. “You are doing well; I am pleased.”

“Thank you, Your Majesty.”

“I require seven of your mages for a special assignment. Six males and one female. You may select them yourself.”

He bowed and hurried off. Ten minutes later, he returned with seven other elves, all of them with an air of smug pride for having been chosen. Poor fools. Nyro led the group back to land, then produced her pyramid and created a portal back to her castle.

Back in her dining room, she cast sleep spells to knock out the new arrivals. They dropped, lying peacefully on the floor. Nyro used the girl to summon Cyclone again. This time, she forced her to possess the girl. Using that body, Cyclone kneeled next to the female elf. Nyro cast the spell to stop her heart, then called fire to burn away her clothes. Cyclone placed a hand on her chest, and the area began to glow.

Free of the demon, the girl gasped before regaining her feet and taking her place by the other necromancer’s side. It worked—Cyclone had reanimated the elf. She stood up and approached Nyro, a look of horror on her face.

“What the hell have you done to me?” she demanded, gazing down at her body.

“Don’t you like it?” Nyro asked with a smile. She cast an illusion to make Cyclone appear as she had in life. “Perhaps this is better?”

Cyclone met her gaze. “Why are you doing this? What are you going to do with me?”

“You shall see in good time. Now, please, have a seat. We have to take care of the others.”

Cyclone sat down at the table, glaring at her. She wasn’t happy, but happiness wasn’t required. Only obedience. And so far, she seemed to possess that quality in abundance.

Nyro summoned Legion next. Once they’d reanimated an elf body and Nyro had cast an illusion to give them their human appearance, she tried forcing them to make copies of themselves. Much to her chagrin, this didn’t work. Apparently it was not a talent that carried over into death. Too bad. But they would still be quite useful. They sat down next to Cyclone.

She completed this same process with the other five demons, ordering each of them to take a seat at the table when it was done. It was getting late, and she was growing tired, but there was one more thing she wanted to test. Using the Kongese, she summoned the strongest demon. It roared and thrashed, trying to escape her control, but it could not. Good. Nyro sent it through the spirit realm to Stoutwall.

It was daytime there, and Nyro could see the castle and the surrounding area through the demon’s eyes. Just like old times, she reminisced. The demon could not move into the null, but that was hardly surprising. It could still see into the courtyard. She sent it swooping around the army camp, and then out into the forest by the lake where the dragons were hunting. Its passing caused quite the ruckus among the beasts, who could sense its presence far better than any human.

That was enough for now. She released the demon and brought her focus back within herself. Sitting down at the table, she gazed around the room. She’d accomplished a lot in one day. Seven elven bodies reanimated by the strongest demons available. Two necromancers. Plus the twelve human mages, still standing where she’d left them earlier, under their compliance spells. One project left to complete, but that would have to wait until another time.

Allison rose at dawn the next morning and went to train with Shatter, Battleaxe, and Imani. She had no trouble winning every bout. Shatter took the most effort, but her increased size and strength gave her the advantage—he’d never encountered his equal in physical power before.

After their usual swim in the lake, they went into the great hall for breakfast, where Jezebel and the girls joined them, along with Khaldun and Mira. After the meal, Allison went to speak with Allure in her chambers, but she still hadn’t heard from Shadow. Allison’s impatience was only growing.

She checked in with Governor Amelia again, but she assured her all was well at the university. There had been no sign of Nyro, and none of the students or faculty were missing. Allison figured she must have gone on to Arthos or some other city with a lot of mages, but they’d had no word from anyone else, either.

That night, she went into the city with Mist, Battleaxe, Imani, and Khaldun, and they visited their usual tavern. The minstrel, Thomas Broadpaunch, was there again, entertaining the sparse crowd with his songs. They chatted over ales for several minutes, then the conversation turned to recent developments. Allison told them that Miranda and Augustine had both agreed to gather their forces for a last stand in Highgate.

“I spoke to Prince Kamari,” Khaldun said, taking a swig of his ale.

“You mean his sorcerer, Siren,” Battleaxe said with a knowing grin. “From what I hear, Kamari won’t speak to anyone by mirror.”

“Oh, no, I spoke to the man himself,” Khaldun said. “I started with Siren, of course. Explained what we were planning, and how much we could use some aid from Okset. She told me she would see what she could do, but not to expect any miracles.”

“She said not to expect miracles?” Mist said with a chuckle.

“Her exact words,” Khaldun confirmed. “And no surprise, she got back to me several hours later to apologize, but the prince was unwilling to part with any of his soldiers. So I told Siren it would be on the prince’s head when Nyro burned down the rest of Anoria, exterminating every man, woman, and child, and leaving no one to stop her from marching into Shifar.”

“You did not say that,” Imani said.

“Yes, I did, and apparently she relayed that exact message to Kamari. Because only minutes later, he reached out to me himself, using her mirror. And once we got through the insults and chest pounding, I think he was actually afraid.”

“As well he should be,” said Allison. “So did he agree to send aid?”

“No,” Khaldun said with a sigh.

“How can he possibly refuse us?” said Allison.

“He says what happens outside of his princedom is none of his concern. Nyro hasn’t landed any ships or sent any armies anywhere in Shifar, so why should he waste his resources? He’s got a standing army seventy-thousand strong, so he’ll let Nyro ‘blunt her blade’ on us first, and then he figures his forces should have no trouble taking care of the rest.”

“Blunt her blade?” Battleaxe said, her tone angry and exasperated.

“That’s what he said,” Khaldun confirmed.

“Does he understand that Nyro is most likely waiting for reinforcements to arrive from Drengrvollr?” Allison said. “She could attack with a hundred thousand or more.”

“He’s aware,” said Khaldun. “And he’ll more than match that once he calls in his levies. With all of our sorcerers here, plus the dragons, he figures we can reduce their numbers pretty significantly before they march on Okset. If they ever do—he still believes they’ll stop with Maeda and Dorshire.”

“He’s a fool,” said Battleaxe.

“No, he’s not,” said Imani. “But he is an isolationist. His family always has been.”

“Well, we’re not getting any aid from Okset, that much we know for sure,” Khaldun said, finishing his ale and ordering another.

Allison was furious. What arrogance! How could a ruling prince with such resources at his command refuse to come to their aid in the face of the gravest threat to Anoria in centuries? How she’d love to give him a piece of her mind. Though she doubted it would do any good, it sure would feel satisfying.

The next morning, Governor Amelia contacted Allison again. She was outside for their training session, watching Imani’s fight with Shatter, so she pulled her mirror out of its pocket to talk to her.

“It turns out one of our students has gone missing,” Amelia said. “A sorcerer named Fang. She went on holiday to Arthos with a couple of friends, a witch and a wizard. The other two returned, but they don’t know where Fang went. According to their report, a woman approached them in a tavern, sitting down at their table. She carried no instrument and didn’t appear to be a sorcerer, but she incinerated the wizard’s staff and knocked them both out with a sleep spell. When they came around, Fang was gone.”

“Did they get a description of this woman?”

“Long, black hair and dark eyes. Several inches over five feet tall. Exuding a strong sexual attraction.”

“Nyro,” Allison said. “It had to be. Do you know the name of the inn?”

Amelia told her the name and where to find it in the city. Allison thanked her and bade her farewell. She told the others she had some business to take care of and returned to her chambers. Jezebel was there with the girls, so she gave her the news and told her she was going to Arthos to investigate.

“It seems pretty obvious Nyro must have taken her,” Jezebel said. “What else is there to find out?”

“I’ll figure that out when I get there,” Allison told her. “It’s Nyro, so who knows what other mischief she made.”

“All right,” Jezebel said with a sigh. “Don’t go alone, though. Take Khaldun with you.”

“I’ll see if he’s free,” she said. Kissing her, she strode out of the chambers.

Khaldun was free and just as intrigued as she was. Once he’d let Mira know what was going on, he left the castle with Allison, flying off on her carpet. They reached Arthos, and Allison set them down in the general area where Amelia had told her the inn was located. She tucked her carpet into the void, and the two of them set out on foot.

They hadn’t found the place after a couple of minutes, so Allison asked a passerby for directions. It was only a couple of blocks away. They went inside, finding the common room almost empty. There was a barkeep on duty, though, so they went to talk to him. Allison told them they were looking for a sorcerer from the university who’d gone missing.

“She wasn’t the only one,” he said, giving her a dark look. “We’ve had reports of several other customers disappearing that night, too. I’ve worked here almost twenty years and we never had a problem like this before. A lot of mages frequent the place, so it tends to be pretty safe.”

She caught Khaldun’s eye and gave him a meaningful look. “Do you know what table the sorcerer was sitting at?” she asked the barkeep.

“Not exactly, but I was told it was one of the ones in the back over there,” he said, nodding toward the rear of the common room.

“Thank you,” Allison said.

“Frequented by mages,” Khaldun said as they made their way across the room. “Exactly the kind of place Nyro would target.”

“Yes,” Allison agreed. Holding out one hand, she opened her mind, and immediately the echoes of powerful magic accosted her. “Someone cast a spell here,” she told Khaldun. Focusing for a moment, she created a vision of what had happened.

The light in the room dimmed, and suddenly it was crowded. Sure enough, a Kongese sorcerer was sitting at a nearby table with a witch and a wizard. A woman with black hair and dark eyes sat down with them. They had a brief conversation, and then the wizard gripped his staff, looking angry with the woman. She incinerated his staff, and he got to his feet, standing over her menacingly.

The woman hit the witch and wizard with a sleep spell, then got up and walked away with the sorcerer. Allison kept her spell going, and she and Khaldun followed the pair upstairs. They went into one of the rooms, lit only by an oil lamp on the nightstand, and the sorcerer disappeared.

“She tucked her into the void,” Allison told him.

The woman left the room and Allison’s spell faded. Daylight streamed in through the window.

“More magic was performed here,” Khaldun said. He focused for a moment, and the daylight disappeared, replaced by the light of the oil lamp. The door opened, and the dark-haired woman led a young wizard into the room. She lay on the bed and her clothes disappeared. The wizard took off his robes and had sex with her. When they were done, the woman tucked him into the void.

“What the fuck?” Allison said.

Khaldun shrugged. But he revealed several more scenes, all essentially the same. The mystery woman led people into the room—men, women, and even two couples—had sex with them and then tucked them into the void.

The first such encounter involved two men. But that time, there was another girl present, sitting in the corner. Once the woman had tucked the men into the void, she released the girl from a spell, and she screamed at her. The woman told her she wouldn’t make her watch anymore before tucking her into the void as well.

“This must be Nyro,” Allison said. “And I’m willing to bet the girl in the corner was Emma.”

“She took twelve mages in addition to the sorcerer,” Khaldun said, his expression grim. “I can think of only one reason she’d need so many non-sorcerer mages.”

“Wraiths,” said Allison. “She needed the sorcerer to bind Emma to her. And the mages so she could create wraiths.”

“We’d better get back to Stoutwall,” Khaldun said.

Back at the castle, they told Jezebel and Mira what they’d seen, and then Allison went to notify Shatter. He would let Augustine and the others know.

Allison remembered Henry’s wraiths only too well. She supposed it made sense that Nyro would create more of them here. Without the Sacred Circle, she had to replenish her thaumaturgic forces any way she could. No doubt she’d use Emma to bind a new crop of demons, but they wouldn’t be as powerful as her last group. The wraiths could help fill that gap.

That night, she returned to the tavern with the same group from the previous night. No sooner had they sat down, though, than Allure reached out to her by mirror. It was too loud in the tavern, so Allison went outside to talk to her.

“I’m sorry, it was too noisy in there,” she said. “What were you saying?”

“Shadow is ready for you. It’s time for the rite of binding.”


Chapter 13
The Rite of Binding


Allison asked Allure to notify Jezebel, who would want to accompany them to the university for this. Going back inside the tavern, she let the others know she needed to go.

“Where are you off to, Princess?” Battleaxe asked, earning a glare from Allison.

“Shadow’s ready for me,” she said. “We’re doing the rite of binding.”

They wished her luck, and Allison headed out. She flew back to the castle, meeting Allure and Jezebel out in front of the gates. Once the three of them had positioned themselves on the carpet, they took off. Reaching the university, Allison opened a gateway through the protective barrier, closing it again behind them, and landed outside the seven-sided tower.

Allure cast the spell to allow them entry, and they walked inside. Allison gazed around the blackness and spotted the little spark of fire almost immediately. Shadow took the shape of a woman, glowing around the edges.

“Welcome,” she said, and Allison sensed none of her usual amusement. “The time has finally come. Though I have long anticipated this moment, now that it is upon us, I find that I am terrified.”

“You’re not the only one,” Allison said with a nervous grin. “I know there’s no undoing this. Once we complete the rite, you and I will be eternally inseparable.”

“Yes,” Shadow said. “I am glad you’re here as her conjurnor,” she added to Jezebel. “This will be a big change that affects you as well as us.”

“I wouldn’t have missed this for anything,” Jezebel said.

“Well, then, let us proceed. Allure, can you please confirm for Her Highness that I have taken the necessary steps to ensure she retains full control?”

Allure closed her eyes, holding out one hand toward Shadow for a few moments. “It is done,” she told Allison. “Shadow has initiated the rite, so there will be no chance of her overpowering you.”

Allison nodded. She’d memorized the spells, but just to be sure, she pulled the scroll out of the void, unrolling it and casting a small flame to better illuminate it. She read the words, forming the magic in her mind and focusing it on Shadow. Holding out one hand, she executed the spells.

Shadow arched her back and gasped, the glow around her flaring for a moment. And that was it. Allison sensed her bond with the demon immediately. She could see the three of them from her perspective and felt Shadow’s power joined to her own.

“This space no longer serves any purpose,” Shadow said, and it took Allison a second to realize she’d heard the words only in her mind. “With your permission, I’ll collapse it before we leave.”

“Can you recreate it should it ever become necessary?” she replied without speaking out loud.

“Yes, even more easily than before now that we’ve joined.”

Allison told her to do it, and her entire body tingled for a moment as the expansive blackness dissolved. They were left standing in a dusty chamber as a wooden door formed in one wall.

“Whoa,” Jezebel said, taking in their new surroundings by the light of Allison’s flame. “What happened?”

“Shadow created the void that was here to hide her from Nyro,” Allison said. “Now that she’s bound, that’s no longer necessary.”

“Your eyes have changed,” Jezebel said, meeting her gaze. “The irises are white now.” She stroked her cheek with one hand, adding, “And your skin—it’s like Myrddin’s was. Translucent.”

Allison held out her hands and she could see the difference. Between this and the adjustments to her physique Khaldun had made, she looked nothing like she had only days earlier.

They left the tower. Allison put out her flame, tucked the scroll back into the void, and withdrew her carpet. They took off, and with her power increased more than twofold, she propelled them faster than ever.

“I want to thank you for everything you’ve done for me,” Allison told Allure once they’d landed in Stoutwall. “Tonight wouldn’t have been possible were it not for you.”

“It was my pleasure, Your Highness,” she said. Allison embraced her, and Allure headed into the castle.

“I’m much too excited to sleep,” Allison said to Jezebel, “and I’d like to explore my new abilities a bit before coming to bed.”

“I’m not sleepy either,” Jezebel said. “Let’s see what you can do!”

“I feel like I could move the world,” Allison said. “The well of power within me is so much deeper now.” Gazing across the grounds, awash in moonlight, she focused on the chasm Nyro had created. Calling earth, she focused deep beneath the ground, concentrating on closing the rift. The ground shook beneath them and the chasm closed.

“Holy shit,” Jezebel muttered. “Literally moving the world.”

Closing her eyes, Allison summoned Shadow, viewing the area from her perspective when she arrived. She sent her to Spanbrook. Shadow moved through the spirit realm—which Allison saw as a black void with blobs of color shooting in all directions—emerging high above Castle Barclay. The enemy camp stretched across the fields to the east, campfires dotting the landscape.

Allison directed her to the castle, and they found Camilla on the ramparts, keeping an eye on the elves. Shadow made the witch invisible and cast the spells to contain sound and prevent magical observation, then appeared to her, taking her glowing human form. Camilla gasped, backing away from her and pointing her wand.

“Camilla, it’s me, Allison,” she told her, speaking through Shadow. “I’ve bound a demon and I just wanted to see what I can do now.”

“You-you’re a necromancer now?” she asked.

“Yes. The entity in the seven-sided tower at the university was Blaze from Nyro’s Sacred Circle. She was the one who betrayed her to the elves.”

“This will take a little getting used to, Your Highness,” Camilla said.

Allison chuckled. “Yes, for me as well.”

Camilla told her that Nyro hadn’t appeared in Spanbrook for a couple of nights. Allison wasn’t surprised—Nyro had been busy.

She returned her focus to her own body and told Jezebel what she’d done.

“That’s incredible,” she said. “You can communicate with anyone this way without the need for a mirror.”

“Yes, that’s true,” Allison said. “It should be possible to reach Emma this way.”

“That could be dangerous if it alerts Nyro to your presence.”

“Hmm.” Allison summoned Shadow, and she appeared before them, taking her human shape. Allison explained what she wanted her to do. “Will Nyro sense you if we do this?” she asked out loud.

“That’s tough to say. She cannot perform necromancy in her elvish body. So I do not believe she would normally be able to sense the presence of a demon. However, moving from the spirit realm to the human world makes use of the magical force, and there’s a good chance she would sense that. And of course, she would see me if I took this form and hear my spoken words.”

“Could she read your thoughts?” Jezebel asked.

“She could read demons when she was still human,” Shadow said. “Now, I don’t know. But I too possess sympathetic magic, and I learned long ago to close my mind to her. That was the only way I was able to betray her to the elves without her knowledge. She will not be able to read me.”

“It’s worth a shot,” Jezebel said. “Emma may be able to tell us what Nyro’s been up to since her incursion into Arthos. You should say nothing about a rescue attempt, though. We don’t want to tip our hand—Nyro’s sure to interrogate her if she realizes you were there.”

Allison nodded. “Let’s do it.”

Shifting to Shadow’s perspective, she sent her through the spirit realm to Drengrvollr. The demon appeared high above Nyro’s island. It was morning here, a rainy, dreary day. Allison could sense the barrier Nyro had put in place, identical to the one protecting the university. She spotted four elf mages patrolling the perimeter of the castle.

Shadow moved through the spirit realm again, emerging inside the barrier. She flitted around the castle for a minute, looking through various windows. Finally she found the main bedroom, and two figures were lying in the bed, apparently asleep.

Shadow moved inside. Getting closer, Allison recognized Emma and Fang, both of them sound asleep. Through Shadow, she cast the spell to wake Emma, and the demon took her human shape, standing next to the bed.

Emma sat up, rubbing the sleep from her eyes. She spotted Shadow, gasping and scurrying across the bed to get away from her. Her skin was golden and translucent and her irises were white.

“Emma, it’s me—Allison,” she said through Shadow.

“What? How can that be?”

“I’m a necromancer now. I’ve bound the entity from the seven-sided tower at the university. Can you tell us what Nyro’s been doing?”

“Y-yes—Allison, she made me a sorcerer! And she forced me to bind demons to become a necromancer!”

“We figured as much,” Allison said. She’d worried about Nyro using so many compliance spells on her. Those types of spells could cause madness, but her metamorphosis would protect her from such effects.

“It gets worse, though. She made me bind the sorcerers we lost fighting Henry and her. Cyclone and Semblant, Intuit, Vision. Legion, Warhammer, and Spring. She cast the spells to prevent them from deteriorating like she did with the Sacred Circle. And she made them reanimate the bodies of elf mages like she did with the others.”

Allison sighed. They should have realized this would be the case. These were the most recently deceased sorcerers, and as such, would retain the most of themselves from life. “Do they still have their special talents?”

“All of them but Legion. Semblant is still a shapeshifter, Vision can still see events from afar, and Spring can run and jump. I don’t know about Intuit—Nyro had him try reading her, but she didn’t say whether it worked or not.”

“Damn,” Allison said.

“She made Fang bind some demons, too,” Emma continued. “More animalistic ones—she’s keeping those in spectral form. They’re not reanimating elves.”

“Has she used the other mages to create wraiths?”

“Wraiths?” Emma said with a gasp. “No—is that what she’s planning to do with them? Those mages are here in the castle, but she hasn’t revealed their purpose yet.”

“I’m not sure what else she might have in mind,” Allison said. “If she does go with wraiths, she’ll force you to perform the rite of binding on them, making her their conjurnor.”

“M-meaning I’ll have to kill them and bring them back to life?” Emma said, her eyes welling up with tears.

“I’m afraid so.”

“My life is a living hell here,” Emma said, taking a deep breath as the tears ran down her cheeks. “I have no control of my actions—neither does Fang. She uses magic to force us to do what she wants. It’s worse than my darkest nightmare—I’d rather be dead! Can you use your demon to get us out of here somehow?”

Allison couldn’t see any way that would work. Shadow might be able to call the basic forces against Nyro and her elf mages, but couldn’t possess them. And operating alone, it would be impossible for her to overcome Nyro’s defenses.

“Can her elf mages create an opening in the barrier surrounding the island?” Allison asked.

“Only the main one,” Emma said. “Gorm. He’s the strongest of the four. And the biggest.”

Shadow could use the magical force to make him comply with her commands. She could make him open a barrier for them, giving Emma and Fang a way off the island. But if Nyro were around, it wouldn’t matter. She could stop them.

“Hold on,” Allison said. “I’ll be right back.”

She sent Shadow through the castle. They found Nyro in the dining room, sitting at the table and muttering to herself. Allison gasped when she got a look at the people occupying the other chairs. Cyclone, Vision, Warhammer—all of their lost sorcerers. She knew it was only illusion, and they’d all taken elf bodies beneath the spells. But seeing them again in the flesh still took her breath away. A dozen men and women, all naked, were standing along one wall. Allison recognized them as the mages Nyro had abducted from Arthos.

Nyro gave no indication that she’d sensed Shadow’s presence. Allison sent her back to Emma’s room. “Nyro’s here right now, so there’s nothing we can do.”

“She never leaves the castle without me,” Emma told her. “After losing Syllith, she’s taking far more precautions. And the city is crawling with her mages and soldiers. Even if we could find a way off the island, I don’t know how we’d escape Krokr.

“She took me to the senate with her one day. One of the mages in the resistance movement made contact and smuggled me out of the building. He took me to a hideout and they were going to try to get me out of the city and onto a ship back to Anoria. But Nyro found me first.”

“I cannot neutralize Nyro on my own,” Shadow said to Allison in her mind. “With you here in person, it may be possible.”

“Can’t I bring my full power to bear through you?” Allison asked. She’d always believed that was how this would work.

“Yes, but we are not yet her equal in thaumaturgy. She would overpower us. Adding your physical prowess, who knows?”

“We’d like to make contact with the elvish resistance movement,” Allison told Emma. “Do you know how we might do that?”

“I don’t know where to find them,” Emma said. “But the one who tried to rescue me did say that they’ve had someone watching Nyro’s island ever since they found Syllith here.”

“That could prove very helpful,” Allison said. “Do you know anything more about what Nyro’s planning?”

“She’s sending more troops,” Emma told her. “They’ve loaded at least a few dozen ships with soldiers headed for Anoria, but I don’t know when they’re leaving or where they’ll land. I think she’s waiting till they get there before launching her next attack, though. She wants to bring enough force to bear to wipe us out this time.”

“That’s not unexpected,” Allison said with a sigh. “Do not despair. These powers are still new to me. Let me consult with the others and we’ll discuss the possibilities. One way or another, I promise you we will prevail. But this may take some time. Stay strong, Emma.”

“I’ll try,” she said, her lip quivering.

Allison hated to leave her, but there was nothing more she could do from afar. She had Shadow withdraw to the spirit realm and returned her focus to her own surroundings. For the next few minutes, she told Jezebel everything she’d seen and discussed with Emma.

“You could get there using the pyramid now, right?” Jezebel said when she was done.

“Yes, I believe that’s the case,” Allison said. “And now would be the perfect time—Nyro’s in a different room and didn’t seem to sense Shadow’s presence.”

“Let’s see if Allure’s still up,” Jezebel said with a grin.

They hurried into the castle, running up to Allure’s room. She was still awake, so they explained what they wanted to do.

“Let’s give it a try,” she said.

The three of them left the castle together, and Allure retrieved the pyramid from the void, handing it to Allison. She was surprised by its weight—it was heavier than she’d expected.

“I’ve never used portal magic, of course—I’m not powerful enough,” Allure said. “So I won’t be able to help you with this.”

Allison held the pyramid in her palm and swept her other hand over it. She could sense its power and had no trouble comprehending how it must work. “It’s literally a portal. It’s closed now, but if I focus on a destination, all I’d have to do is open it.”

“Wait,” said Jezebel. “Didn’t Nyro lock the other one on her? Isn’t that how she was able to communicate with Khaldun and Syllith?”

“Yes, but she never did so with this one,” Allure said. “Shadow examined it when Enigma brought it to her. There were no extra spells placed on it.”

“You should try using it to go somewhere other than Drengrvollr first,” said Jezebel. “To make sure you can do this properly.”

“Good idea,” Allison said. She thought of Shadow’s tower at the university, then channeled her magic into the pyramid. It was difficult—like lifting a massive weight—and she had to pour every ounce of her power into it, but finally, a portal opened before them, and she could see the structure beyond, illuminated by the twin moons. “After you,” Allison said with a grin.

Jezebel and Allure walked through the portal, Allison right behind them. She closed the portal again behind her. It took so much power, she didn’t feel like she could have kept it open much longer anyway.

“This is incredible,” Jezebel said, gazing around the campus.

“Now, can you take us back?” Allure said.

Allison took a deep breath. Thinking of Castle Stoutwall, she concentrated on the pyramid and tried opening a portal. It didn’t work—she felt like she’d been repelled somehow. Of course—Mira’s null. She’d been visualizing the courtyard. Trying again, picturing the grounds out in front of the castle this time, it still took tremendous effort, but she had no trouble opening a portal. The three of them walked through it.

“I’d say you’ve got it,” said Allure. “Ready to try Drengrvollr?”

“Yes, I think I am,” she said. “I’ll open the portal in the bedroom. Grab Emma and Fang and bring them back with me before I close it.”

“Let’s hope Nyro’s still downstairs,” Jezebel said.

“I should send Shadow again, just to be sure,” Allison said. Summoning the demon, she sent her to Nyro’s castle. Sure enough, Nyro was still sitting at her dining room table, and the other two were in the bedroom. She released Shadow again. “All right. This is the best chance we’ll get.” Focusing on the bedroom, she opened a portal.

The magic didn’t work as expected. She felt something repelling it. Channeling more power into the pyramid, she finally opened a portal. But it wasn’t the bedroom on the other side.

“That’s not right,” Jezebel said, gazing through the gateway.

“That’s Nyro’s island,” said Allison, “but it’s outside her barrier.” She closed the portal. “Something blocked the magic. It was similar to how it felt when I tried going inside Mira’s null. That made it impossible for the portal to form, though, while this seems to have redirected it.”

“Could Nyro have woven extra magic into her barrier to prevent the portal magic from penetrating it?” Jezebel asked.

“That must be the case,” Allure said. “I never knew that was possible, but this is Nyro we’re talking about. She’s taken her magic further than any other mage in history, so it wouldn’t surprise me if she found a way to do this.”

“Let me try again,” Allison said.

“Be careful,” Allure told her. “If Nyro did modify her barrier to prevent this, there’s a good chance she’ll know it when your spell hits her magic.”

“Just like Mira could tell when Nyro tried getting through her null,” Allison said. “You’re probably right.” Taking a deep breath, she focused on Emma’s bedroom and tried again. She poured all her power into the pyramid, but it made no difference. The portal opened outside the castle again. This time, they spotted two of Nyro’s mages on the other side, hurrying toward them. Allison closed the portal. It was getting progressively more difficult to open them—as if the weight she was trying to lift kept getting heavier. She doubted she’d be able to open another one without giving herself time to recover first.

“Nyro might have modified the magic to allow her through using a portal, but no one else,” Allure said. “That’s how the barrier magic works when you pass through it the normal way.”

“Damn,” Jezebel said. “We should have known it wouldn’t be this easy.”

“Nothing ever is,” Allison replied. “I want to look inside that castle one more time.” She summoned Shadow again and sent her to Drengrvollr. Looking through the demon’s eyes, she saw Emma cowering in the bed, Fang still sleeping next to her. Turning, she saw Nyro in Estrid’s body standing by the foot of the bed.

Nyro seemed to look right at her, and Allison gasped.

“You,” Nyro said, and Allison felt her trying to use Emma to bind her demon. “I was right, then. You did allow the princess to bind you. So be it. I’ll enjoy destroying you all the more.”

A shiver ran down Allison’s spine. Unreasonable though it may be—she knew Nyro couldn’t touch her—she was terrified. She pulled Shadow out of there, sending her back to the spirit realm.

“She knew I was there,” Allison told the other two. “And she knows Shadow is bound to me now.”

“Let’s get some sleep,” Jezebel said, gripping her arm. “Tomorrow, we’ll sit down with everyone else and come up with a new plan.”


Chapter 14
Rescue


Back in their chambers, Allison tried reaching out to Shadow. She wasn’t sure if this would work from inside Mira’s null. It didn’t. Which wasn’t too surprising. The dragons and their riders communicated using sympathetic magic, but there was no reason to believe her connection to the demon would work the same way. It was still necromancy, after all, which was a branch of thaumaturgic magic.

The next morning, Allison and Jezebel joined Prince Augustine and all the others in his private dining room for a council meeting. Allison felt like a good night’s sleep had replenished her magic after opening so many portals. She told them about the previous night’s events and her desire to rescue Emma.

“Your transformation represents a dramatic shift in our capabilities,” Augustine said. “Both the ability to send your demon anywhere in the world and your command over the pyramid artifact to travel wherever you wish in physical form.”

“Agreed,” said Sage. “Rescuing Emma will still be difficult and dangerous, however. With the spells Nyro has added to her protective barrier to guard against portal magic, using a compliance spell on her mage may be the only way to get inside.”

Compliance spells used the magical force, not sympathetic magic, to work on a person’s mind, much like sleep spells and memory modifications. They could cause madness in non-sorcerers, and thus the university had strictly banned them. Hearing one of the governors recommend such a spell gave Allison pause.

“Could Lady Mira accompany you?” Prince Carlo asked Allison. “Surely her null would take down the barrier.”

“Would it, though?” asked Princess Yolanda. “You attended the university without collapsing the barrier there, didn’t you?” she asked Mira.

“When it comes to things like the barrier, shield spells, invisibility spells, and the like,” said Mira, taking a deep breath, “my null eliminates them only if it encompasses the majority of the magic. And the one protecting the university is much too large for that. Otherwise, my passage merely pokes a hole in the spell as I move through it.”

“Either way, you could breach the barrier surrounding Nyro’s island,” said Carlo.

“The real problem would be getting you to Drengrvollr,” Allison said. “Your null makes it impossible for you to travel through a portal, and taking you there by ship would take weeks. No, Sage is right. Spelling Nyro’s mage is my only way in. But how do I do that without attracting her notice?”

“Well, even Nyro has to sleep eventually, right?” said Khaldun. “You could have Shadow stay inside her castle and monitor the situation. Alert you once Nyro is asleep, and then you could make your move.”

“That is the best opportunity I’m likely to get,” Allison said. “But I sensed it when she formed her portal here, so I’m sure mine would alert her as well. It may be enough to wake her.”

“You could create the portal on the mainland,” Allure said. “Use your carpet to fly to her island from there.”

“Yes,” Allison said. “I don’t think she’d sense it from that far away. Nothing in the void can travel through the portal, so I’ll need to carry the carpet and my sword on the way through. But that’s not an issue.”

“What about her passage through the protective barrier?” said Jezebel. “Would Nyro sense that as well?”

“Assuming her barrier is like ours at the university, then yes,” said Sage. “And Nyro can most likely control who can and cannot open a gateway through the barrier even if they know the spell. That’s how ours works. But in her case, her mage is probably the only one with access.”

“But forcing Gorm to open one shouldn’t prevent me from passing through it,” Allison said.

“That’s correct,” Sage confirmed. “And he must open gateways to pass through the barrier himself now and then. So it’s possible his doing so for you won’t rouse Nyro from sleep.”

“I wouldn’t count on it, though,” said Allure. “From what Emma reported, she’s become much more vigilant since losing Syllith.”

“My thought exactly,” said Allison. “For efficiency’s sake, once inside the barrier, I should use the pyramid to create a portal to Emma’s bedroom. I’m guessing that would work?”

“I don’t see why not,” Sage said with a frown. “Nyro added magic to prevent you from creating one through the barrier, but that shouldn’t stop you from creating a portal from one point inside the barrier to another.”

“You should take Gorm with you when you go inside,” said Jezebel. “Tuck him into the void, maybe. Chances are you’ll need to make a quick escape, and you’re going to need him to open a gateway through the barrier on the way out, too.”

“You could just leave the gateway open,” Khaldun said. “That would eliminate the need to open one again on your way out. But if it works anything like the barrier at the university, then Nyro will certainly be alerted if the gateway stays open that long.”

“Yes, that’s a good point,” Allison said with a sigh. “This is not going to be easy,” she added with a chuckle.

“We are taking an enormous risk here,” said Augustine. “We may lose you in this endeavor. And I’m not sure there’s much in the way of potential gain. Taking Emma away from her would mean one of you could reassign her bond to someone here. Nyro would lose her demons again. But there’s nothing stopping her from abducting someone else and binding more.”

“That still gives us one advantage, Your Highness,” said Allison. “She’s bound the demons of our deceased sorcerers. Their deaths occurred recently enough that they won’t have deteriorated much compared to any of the other demons she could bind. And they’ll surely be more cooperative for us than they would be for her. Nyro’s already bound some of the more animalistic ones using her second necromancer, Fang. But this move would be a blow.

“And on top of that, Emma’s family. We have an opportunity here, and I refuse to squander it, no matter the risk if it means we have a chance of bringing her home.”

“I agree,” Jezebel said, her eyes welling up with tears.

“Very well,” Augustine said with a nod. “If you could find a way to destroy some of their troop ships while you’re there, that would be helpful as well. The fewer of those vessels that make it to Anoria, the better.”

“I’ll do what I can,” Allison agreed. “If I can rescue Emma, I’ll want to bring her here first. Then I can go back and try taking out those ships.”

“You should not do this alone,” said Shatter. “Your Highness, allow me to accompany the princess.”

“Yes, it might be best to send a small team,” said Prince Leto from Keepstone. “Despite Princess Allison’s recent transformations, Nyro remains formidable.”

“With all due respect, Your Highness, I must disagree,” said Allison. “Putting anyone else in such close quarters with Nyro could prove disastrous. Were she to capture one of our sorcerers, she could reassign their bond and make them hers.”

“I agree,” said Allure. “Princess Allison alone among us possesses sufficient power to go toe-to-toe with Nyro. It will still be dangerous, but it could prove catastrophic to send anyone else with her.”

Prince Augustine sat back in his chair and sighed. “I do believe Princess Allison should go alone. However, I still harbor grave misgivings, for the exact reasons you point out. What if Nyro captures the princess, and reassigns her bond?”

“Her transformation into a necromancer makes that much less likely than it might seem,” Sage said, taking a deep breath. “We are talking about Nyro, so anything is possible. But bear in mind that Princess Allison has essentially become two separate beings sharing a single soul. Even if Nyro did manage to incapacitate her somehow, as an elf, she cannot affect Allison’s demon, but the demon can liberate the princess.”

“That’s a good point,” Allure said. “If Nyro were to overpower me and force one of her necromancers to perform the rite of binding, I’d have no way to stop her. It’s completely different for the princess. Shadow is vastly stronger than any of the demons Nyro has bound. Neither Emma nor Fang can overpower her. The best Nyro could hope for would be a stalemate. She abducts Allison, but cannot bind her, and meanwhile, the princess cannot escape.”

“Nyro could still kill her,” Khaldun pointed out.

“And that’s a risk I’m willing to take,” said Allison.

“If the princess does succeed, Emma could make the perfect bait for our trap,” Shatter said. “Nyro would undoubtedly want to recapture her.”

“That is true,” Allison said. “I hadn’t thought of that. Nyro would lose Emma’s demons the moment we reassign her bond. But she could get them back the same way. Nyro would be sure to come for her herself, too, rather than sending one of her minions.”

“We can’t put Emma’s life in danger like that again,” Jezebel said. “We’ll have to think of another way.”

“In any event, with Nyro waiting for her reinforcements to arrive in Anoria, I daresay we have a few more weeks to find a solution,” Augustine said. “I would like to raise another point. My understanding is that Lord Khaldun is responsible for Princess Allison’s remarkable physical transformation?”

“Yes, Your Highness,” Allison said.

“Lord Khaldun, might you be able to do something similar for some of our troops?” asked Augustine. “The elvish soldiers are far bigger and stronger than ours. Any advantage we can gain would be helpful at this point.”

“I should be able to do that,” said Khaldun. “The only issue will be time. This is not a quick process by any means. And I’ll need to transform their armor as well, making it take even longer.”

“We should leave the Eagle Company out of this, Your Highness,” said Imani. “At least those of us from Shifar. We are already much closer to the elves in size and strength to begin with, and if you make us any larger, we will have trouble moving about inside your castles and dwellings.”

The others chuckled.

“I agree,” said Jezebel. “We should provide this help where it’s needed most.”

“Very well,” Augustine said. “Princess Jezebel, Prince Carlo, and Prince Leto, perhaps we can have our commanders take some time today to decide which regiments to choose, and Lord Khaldun can get started tomorrow.”

The meeting adjourned, and Allison went up to her chambers with Jezebel. Leda and Alanna were awake but still in bed. Allison explained to them what she was going to do, and implored them to be on their best behavior while she was gone. She gave them each a hug farewell, and they headed down to the great hall for breakfast.

“Please, be careful,” Jezebel said, embracing her. “I want Emma back as much as you do, but I need you to come back to me, too.”

“Don’t worry,” Allison said, holding her tight. “I’m not planning on sacrificing myself, I promise. I think I’m going to go to Drengrvollr now. I’ll send Shadow into the castle to keep watch, but observing Nyro’s island from the outside could provide valuable insight into her activities, too.”

“Come and have breakfast with us before you depart,” Jezebel said. “Who knows when you’ll get the opportunity to eat again?”

“That is an excellent point,” she said with a smile.

The two of them went to the great hall to eat with the girls. They’d sat down at a table with Khaldun and Mira, Battleaxe, and Imani, so Allison and Jezebel joined them. When they were done, they all wished Allison luck. She embraced the girls once more, then headed out of the castle with Jezebel.

Once they’d moved outside of Mira’s null, Allison removed all of her weapons, the carpet, and the pyramid from the void. Nothing could move through the portal in the void, so she needed to physically carry whatever she needed. Her mirror, helmet, and facemask were tucked into the pockets in her armor. She rolled up her two-handed sword in the carpet, hoisted that over one shoulder, and held the pyramid in her other hand. Jezebel promised to look after the rest of her weapons while she was gone.

It was daylight in Stoutwall, which meant it might be dark in Drengrvollr—Allison wasn’t sure what the exact time difference might be. But she didn’t want to risk shooting a blinding light across the city, potentially alerting Nyro to her presence. She didn’t know the geography around the city, either, so she summoned Shadow and sent her ahead to choose an uninhabited location somewhere nearby.

Moving through the spirit realm, it took Shadow very little time to find the perfect spot, a clearing in a wooded area. Seeing the place from Shadow’s perspective in her mind’s eye, Allison opened a portal. She kissed Jezebel and walked through it, closing it from the other side.

It was dusk in Drengrvollr, so it was a good thing she hadn’t tried opening a portal in Krokr. Allison unfurled her carpet on the ground, tucked the sword and pyramid back into the void, took off on the carpet, and made herself invisible. Shadow helped her find the city, and she circled high above, finding a rooftop with a good view of Nyro’s island. Landing there, she tucked her carpet into the void and took in the scene for a minute.

The island sat in the bay, not far from shore. Allison could see flickering lights inside several of the castle windows, but there were no other signs of activity. She sent Shadow into the castle and took a seat on the roof.

Moving through the spirit realm, Shadow had no trouble getting into the building. She found Nyro sitting at the head of her dining room table, Emma and Fang to her right, and the reanimated elves to her left. The human mages were still lined up by the wall. Nyro gave no sign that she’d detected Shadow’s presence.

Servants hurried about, removing the remains of an enormous feast from the table. Fang and Emma sat there with blank expressions, undoubtedly under Nyro’s compliance spell. The reanimated elves looked so much like they had in life, Allison had to hold back her tears. Little things caught her notice, like Semblant’s scowl, and the way Cyclone held her head in one hand, her elbow propped up on the table. She imagined Allure having to face Semblant in battle and wished there were some way they could spare her that pain.

Nyro hooked one leg over the arm of her chair and drank her wine. She was muttering to herself, but Allison couldn’t understand what she was saying. Why were they all just sitting there? Was Nyro waiting for something?

Allison paid attention to the elf mages patrolling the island outside the protective barrier. She could see only the front and right side of the castle from her vantage point, and only two of the four mages. Mostly they stood guard, but periodically walked along their side of their property, from one end to the other.

Full night fell, and finally, Nyro got to her feet. She extinguished all the torches on the wall but one, then called air, moving one of the human mages to the floor. She lay him down, flat on his back, and roots grew out of the floor, binding his wrists and ankles.

Nyro was going to create her first wraith. Cold dread crept up Allison’s spine; they hadn’t faced wraiths since Henry’s attack on Highgate. A part of her wanted to do something to save these people from their doom. But if she did that, she’d lose the element of surprise, most likely making it impossible to rescue Emma. This was a terrible choice, but any attempt to save these mages with Nyro right there in the same room was sure to fail.

Allison stayed on her rooftop as Nyro forced Emma to get to her feet and stand over the wizard, behind his head. Allison knew the rite of binding well. Several years earlier, she’d spent some time at the university, and this was one of the things they’d taught her.

Allison had never witnessed the rite used to create a wraith, however. It was mostly the same with some adaptations made to account for the subject being a normal mage, not a sorcerer. The initial flames that consumed the wizard charred him, burning away sections of skin altogether—they didn’t affect a sorcerer that way. It would still tether the mage’s soul to a conjurnor, though, and she had no doubt Nyro would fill that role for all of the ones here.

There was a spell they used to transfer the power from a mage’s wand or staff into their body when they became a sorcerer, and Allison had learned that it was normally incorporated into the modified rite to create a wraith. She’d seen no sign of these mage’s instruments, however, and suspected that Nyro had destroyed them. Nyro had modified the rite, however, using Emma to call forth the mage’s full power instead of transferring it from an instrument.

Emma produced a dagger, dropping to her knees and plunging it into the wizard’s heart. From Shadow’s perspective, floating by the ceiling, it was impossible to tell for sure, but she believed that the man died. Emma spoke the words that would tether the man’s soul to Nyro in Estrid’s body.

The rite concluded, the roots disappeared into the floor, and the wraith got to its feet, standing before Nyro. She caressed its face with one hand and sent it to stand behind the reanimated elves.

Emma repeated the rite over and over again until all twelve mages had been transformed. It had taken hours, and Allison had to believe it was exhausting for Emma. The wraiths had lined up along the wall behind the reanimated elves. And now Nyro stood in front of the first. Holding out one hand, she cast some sort of spell. Shadow could sense magic as well as Allison, and whatever this was, she was using the magical force.

When Nyro was done, the wraith’s features seemed darkened, as if it were standing in shadow. Allison recalled the shield spell they’d used on the wraiths during and leading up to Fosland’s attack on Highgate. Wraiths were extremely sensitive to sunlight, and the spell had protected them from it. Whatever this was, it seemed to do the same thing, but the spell imbued their bodies with the light-repelling magic, instead of using a shield to do it.

Nyro performed the same spell on all twelve wraiths. Meaning these would have no trouble functioning during the day.

“I’ve never seen anything like this,” Shadow told her in her mind. “Though she did have centuries to think up new magic when she was incarcerated in Pytha.”

“I have a feeling this is a more recent invention,” Allison replied. “It’s similar to the shield spells they used last time. She could have adapted that magic to do this.”

Nyro retook her seat at the head of the table, pouring herself a glass of wine and drinking half of it in one gulp. Then she ordered Emma and Fang to bed. The two necromancers moved to the stairway and disappeared from view as they made their way up to the second floor. Nyro sat there, drinking her wine.

Allison wondered where Nyro slept. She sent Shadow up to the second floor to have a look at the other bedrooms. None of them showed any evidence of being used. She had a terrible thought—was Nyro sharing a bed with Emma and Fang? This shouldn’t surprise her, but she hadn’t considered the possibility. After reading Syllith’s account, Khaldun had told her that Syllith mentioned Nyro sharing a bed with her. She hadn’t understood that it was every night.

Allison sent Shadow back to the dining room. This was probably the best chance she was going to get. Trying to rescue Emma with Nyro lying next to her in bed would be impossible. Nyro finished her wine, then sat there, lost in thought. Not asleep, certainly, but not fully alert, either. Part of her wanted to make the attempt now. If Nyro were to get up and go to bed with the other two, then she would lose her chance. Yet opening a gateway through the barrier with Nyro awake was almost certain to get her attention.

Allison decided to take the cautious approach. If she couldn’t execute the plan this time, she could always come back and try again. She waited twenty more minutes, and fortune smiled on her. Nyro started nodding off, and before long, her eyes closed and her chin came to rest on her chest.

“Stay here and let me know if Nyro shows any signs of moving,” Allison said to Shadow. “I’m going in.”

“Good luck.”

Allison mounted her carpet and took off toward the island. Swooping around the castle once, she had no trouble picking out the largest of the four elf mages. This had to be Gorm. Flying in closer and staying invisible, she cast her spell, forcing the elf mage to obey her. She made him open a gateway through the barrier.

This was it. She had to move fast. Flying through the opening, she forced Gorm to move inside the barrier and then close the gateway behind him. She landed, tucking Gorm and her carpet into the void and tethering them to that spot, and withdrawing her sword and the pyramid. Focusing on Emma’s bedroom, she opened a portal. It worked, and she heaved a sigh of relief.

Walking through the portal, Allison closed it behind her, tucking her sword into the void. Calling a flame to provide some light, she roused Emma, removing the sleep and compliance enchantments. Emma sat up with a start, and Allison cupped one hand over her mouth, as her eyes went wide with surprise.

“We’re getting you out of here,” Allison whispered. “Come on!”

“Take Fang, too,” Emma said as she slipped out of bed.

Allison was about to wake her when Shadow said, “Nyro’s coming!”

“Shit,” Allison muttered. Opening a portal back to the castle exterior, she told Emma to go through it, but it disappeared.

“I knew you would try something like this,” a voice said. Nyro had entered the room, moving around the foot of the bed.

Allison tucked her pyramid into the void and retrieved her sword. “Take Fang and wait in the hall,” Allison told Emma, hitting the Kongese necromancer with a spell to wake her. Emma grabbed her, pulling her out of the bed, and the two hurried out of the room. Allison held up her weapon.

“How I’ve been looking forward to this,” Nyro said, flashing her a smile as she withdrew her own sword from the void.


Chapter 15
Bait


After breakfast, Khaldun and Mira went up to Jezebel’s chambers with her and the girls. They knew she’d be nervous about Allison and wanted to support her as much as they could. The girls retired to their room, and Jezebel closed the door behind them before sitting down at the small work table with Khaldun and Mira.

“I hope Allison will be all right,” she said, tears welling up in her eyes. “I swear if I lose her now, I’ll never forgive myself.”

“You didn’t force her to do this,” Khaldun said. “Hell, I doubt you could have stopped her. You know better than any of us how stubborn she can get once she’s set on a plan of action.”

Jezebel giggled. “Yes, I suppose you’re right.”

Khaldun couldn’t blame her, though. He’d feel terrible if they lost Allison like this, too.

“I’m not worried,” Mira declared. “I think back to the first time I met the princess, and it’s remarkable how much she’s grown since then. And I don’t just mean her recent transformations, either—she’s gained so much confidence over the years. If anyone can pull this off, she can. And if she can’t, I know she’ll find a way to return to us safely.”

“Thank you,” Jezebel said, holding her hand. “I hope you’re right.”

“If her rescue attempt does succeed,” said Khaldun, “Shatter has a valid point. Emma would be the perfect bait for our trap.”

“No,” Jezebel said, shaking her head. “We can’t ask that of her. It would be far too dangerous. And after the ordeal she’s endured… There has to be some other way.”

“I would have to agree,” said Mira. “I still have nightmares about my time in captivity with Henry and Dredmort. This is too much to ask.”

“I know it’s a lot,” Khaldun said, “but think of the stakes. If we succeed here, we win. There are two huge problems with this idea, though, and one is choosing bait that’s sure to lure Nyro here in person. Emma would definitely do that.

“We’ve seen that Nyro prefers to send her underlings to lead her operations. She launched the invasion without making an appearance herself. Not until Mira arrived with the dragons did she enter the battle—that’s what it took to bring her into the fray.

“But according to Syllith, Nyro collected the elf mages she needed for her Sacred Circle to reanimate. Even once she’d helped the first few with their new bodies, she still took care of all the rest herself. She could have had the first ones take care of the others, but she didn’t. And this time, she went to Arthos to collect the witches and wizards she needed herself.”

“She had no choice,” said Mira. “After what happened with Syllith, there was no way she would risk sending Emma on her own to do something like that. And her Sacred Circle is gone, so she had no one else to do the work for her.”

“True,” Khaldun conceded. “But if she saw an opportunity to retake Emma, I cannot imagine her sending anyone else to take care of that. And who or what else do we have that Nyro would want that badly?”

“Allison or me,” Mira said with a shrug.

“Yes, but from her perspective, I doubt either of you seems attainable,” he said. “Allison’s too powerful now. Even if Nyro could manage to overpower her—which may no longer be possible—you heard Sage and Allure. Now that Allison has bound Shadow, Nyro would be hard-pressed to bind her.

“You would make a more tempting target, I think,” he added to Mira. “The trouble, though, is that Nyro knows your null makes it almost impossible for her to capture you. And you’re keeping it in place night and day to protect the castle. So your suddenly appearing here alone and without your null would appear highly suspicious. Nyro’s not stupid—she’s sure to see through such a ploy.”

“Not only that, she can’t use magic to force you into compliance,” Jezebel added. “She must know that. Though I suppose she could use Emma as leverage the way they used Allison last time.”

“Forgive me for saying this, but I would not obey her regardless of what she did to Emma,” Mira said, taking a deep breath. “I’ve had years to think about this. And it’s Nyro we’re talking about here. She’s planning to exterminate the entire continent—I could never help her. Your sister is family to me, but I’m sorry, not under any circumstances would I ever help Nyro.”

Khaldun knew better than to question her resolve, yet he wondered how long he would be able to hold out in such a scenario if Nyro tortured Emma in front of him day after day. He’d like to believe he could hold out, but faced with that reality? He’d known Emma since she was a little girl. Something like that was sure to wear down the best of them over time. He kept these thoughts to himself, though.

“Nyro may believe she could persuade you,” he said, “but my point stands. Any situation where you were easily attainable would be sure to alert Nyro to our ruse.”

“What’s the second problem?” Jezebel asked.

“Oh, right,” Khaldun said. “Well, supposing we do come up with suitable bait—whether that ends up being Emma or not—and Nyro takes it. What then? For this to be worthwhile, we’d have to destroy her. Not just kill her body—that would be an inconvenience for sure, but she could always kill another elf mage and reanimate their body.”

“Yes, well that is the problem, isn’t it?” Jezebel said. “No matter what we do—whether setting a trap for her here succeeds or not—at some point, we’ll have to find a way to destroy her. The elves couldn’t do it all those centuries ago, so I don’t see how we can. Yet short of that, whatever else we do, she won’t stop until she’s killed us all.

“We have to find her true name. That’s the only way to destroy her, isn’t it?”

“We’d have to ask Allison or Allure,” said Khaldun. “This isn’t exactly my area of expertise. We used that spike against Myrddin’s demon, but Enigma told us Nyro and her Sacred Circle were far too powerful for that.”

“Well, that’s sobering,” Mira said with a sigh. “Here I was thinking we could open a chasm in the ground, toss her in, and be done with it. But that would only kill her body.”

The door to the girls’ room opened, and Leda burst through it, crying hysterically. Jezebel got to her feet and hugged her, patting her back and saying, “Leda, honey, what’s the matter?”

Alanna walked in behind her, looking glum, but not crying. “She’s afraid Mother Allison’s going to die,” she said, plopping down on Jezebel’s bed. “I’m kind of worried about that, too.”

“You listen to me,” Jezebel said. “Mother Allison is tougher than you know. Everyone dies eventually, but today is not going to be that day for her. She’ll come back to us, alive and well. I’m certain of it.”

Leda couldn’t stop sobbing. Alanna said, “How can you know that? What if Nyro catches her?”

“I know this is hard to believe, but now that she’s bound Shadow, Mother Allison is nearly as powerful as she is. Nyro might stop her from rescuing Emma, I won’t deny that. But she will come back to us no matter what.”

Leda calmed down a bit, taking a few deep breaths and hiccupping a couple of times. “I hope you’re right.”

“You two need to do something to get your mind off of this for a while,” Jezebel said. “For that matter, so do I. There’s no way to tell how long it’s going to take, and sitting around fretting about it isn’t helping anyone.”

“I know the perfect thing,” Mira said with a grin. “We haven’t conducted any lessons since leaving Spanbrook.”

“And if Mira gives me a good report, we could spend some time on your magic later, too,” Khaldun added.

Leda choked back a sob and flashed him a smile. He’d told her that he’d help her learn void magic and knew how much she was looking forward to it.

“Oh, great, lessons,” Alanna said, rolling her eyes. “I guess that is better than sitting around staring at the ceiling.”

“I suppose I can take that as a compliment?” Mira said.

The girls headed to the library with Mira. Jezebel told Khaldun she needed to confer with Amari to decide which of their regiments to send to Khaldun for physical augmentations. With nothing else requiring his immediate attention, he left the castle, heading over to the lake.

Tapping into his power, Khaldun changed his shape into that of a dragon. He hadn’t had much time to work on shapeshifting since first acquiring the skill, and with his new duties commencing the following morning, might not have another chance for a while. Spreading his wings and taking off at a run, he soared into the sky.

He’d been flying on a carpet for years, but this was completely different. The former relied solely on his magic, whereas the latter was an entirely physical undertaking. Catching an updraft, he climbed higher and higher before circling the lake.

Last time, he’d struggled to get any lift from beating his wings, and he wanted to improve with that. He went into a dive, but this time, pulled up sooner, gliding for a moment before powering his flight with his wing strokes.

This worked better than it had last time—he avoided a water landing, at least. But it still felt much more difficult than it should. Flying high, he spent some time bulking up the musculature that controlled his wings. And this did the trick. After his next dive, he had no trouble powering through an ascent.

Khaldun had always loved flying on his carpet, but as with anything experienced enough times, it had become routine over the years. Flying as a dragon reminded him of those early days with the carpet, rekindling his love of soaring through the air. He circled the castle and the lake a few times for the sheer joy of flight. Before long, a dragon joined him in the sky, and he recognized Sigrid. The beast seemed like she wanted to play, moving in close a few times before surging away.

Khaldun gave chase. Sigrid was much faster than he was. She would slow down and allow him to catch up, only to speed off again. He had the feeling that she recognized him. Perhaps there was some sympathetic magic operating here; he couldn’t tell for sure. But her behavior toward him had an air of familiarity. The other dragons stayed away.

Sigrid returned to her kin after a while, and Khaldun landed by the top of the waterfall. He wanted to try breathing fire. After a few minutes adjusting his breathing, trying both deeper and shallower breaths, fast and slow exhalations, he realized he had no idea how this worked. Was there some internal organ responsible for this ability that his shapeshifting had failed to reproduce?

Finally he remembered that dragon fire was magical. He tried exhaling and calling fire at the same time and startled himself when he belched a jet of flame. Now that he understood how it worked, it turned out to be easy. He could breathe fire at will.

With the entire crash here, he doubted he’d be taking this form in battle, however. They were far better at being dragons than he would ever be, so it made sense to leave them to it. He spent the next several minutes trying out various other animal forms, including a bear, an octopus, and a giant wolf. It occurred to him that he shouldn’t be limited to real-life animals, so he tried mixing elements from various creatures. He tried a winged horse, a bear with dragon-hide, and a lion with horns.

The bear with dragon hide appealed to him the most. But he wondered if the dragon hide would repel magic the way a real dragon’s would. Taking the form of an eagle, he flew back to the castle. He required no magic to sustain different shapes once he’d assumed them, so he tried flying into Mira’s null. Sure enough, it didn’t affect him at all. He landed out in front of the castle, retook his true shape, and then went inside to find Battleaxe.

She joined him out on the grounds, and he transformed into the dragon-bear. Battleaxe tried hitting him with a variety of spells, including fire, air, and earth, but none of them could penetrate his hide. He decided this was the shape he’d most want to use in battle. It would give him the ability to cause maximum destruction to the enemy lines while protecting him from their mages.

That afternoon, Leda and Alanna came to find him after they’d finished with Mira. They couldn’t practice magic inside the null, so they went out on the grounds. Jezebel, Mist, and Battleaxe came to watch. After Nyro’s recent incursion, the princess was nervous about letting the girls outside of Mira’s null. So she asked the two sorcerers if they wouldn’t mind joining them just to provide a little extra protection.

Khaldun spent several minutes reviewing their spells. Both Alanna and Leda could call all four basic forces. Alanna was a little stronger with fire spells than her sister. Khaldun suspected she must have inherited that from Jezebel. Leda was a little stronger with earth. They’d both become proficient with canceling each other’s magic, too.

After that, Khaldun had them work on illusion spells. Leda had no trouble creating the cat she’d produced last time. She could make it prance around and rub up against their legs and even climb a tree, so he had her start working on a tiger.

Alanna hadn’t been able to cast any illusions last time, so he spent some time with her on that. For most mages, the magical force was much tougher than the four basic ones. Khaldun had been unusual in that he’d made himself invisible at a young age before he’d received any training. Alanna’s progress was more typical. After a half hour, she still couldn’t cast even a simple illusion and was growing frustrated.

Khaldun told her to take a break and reviewed Leda’s progress. She’d managed to produce a realistic-looking tiger but had more trouble making it move around than she had with the smaller cat. This was a common difficulty and one Khaldun had had himself as a young man.

Sigrid swooped out of the sky to visit them, and that coupled with Alanna’s ongoing frustration with illusion spells meant he’d totally lost her attention. She ran around the grounds, frolicking with her dragon. Battleaxe and Mist stayed close to her, while Jezebel remained behind.

Khaldun took advantage of the opportunity to work with Leda on void magic. Pulling one of his daggers out of oblivion, he held it in one hand. He was going to review the spell with Leda, but she remembered it from their previous lesson. Leda tried tucking the weapon into the void several times, but couldn’t do it.

“I’ve never been able to do this,” Jezebel said. “Not for lack of trying, either. So don’t feel bad if you can’t get it at first.”

“Few non-sorcerer mages ever acquire this skill,” Khaldun added. “I have a feeling you might be one of the special cases, though.”

“Based on what evidence?” Leda asked sardonically.

“Nothing I can pinpoint,” he told her. “Try it again.”

Leda waved her wand and cast the spell, but nothing happened. Khaldun offered her a few tips—putting the stress on different syllables, and adding a bit more force to her wand-waving. She tried it again, and the dagger vanished with a little pop.

Leda squealed. “Was that it? Did I do it?”

“You did,” Khaldun said with a chuckle. “Much sooner than I thought you would.”

They spent another twenty minutes working on the skill, but Leda was unable to reproduce her initial success. That was often the way, however, and Khaldun remained confident she’d get it consistently before too much longer.

Allison faced Nyro, sword in hand, her heart pounding. She felt her enemy trying to read her and closed her mind. Nyro charged, cutting and slicing with otherworldly speed and efficiency. Allison evaded and parried every attack. Nyro backed off and she advanced. Over and over she swung her sword, driving her opponent toward the window, but Nyro moved with a fluidity she’d never encountered before.

Back and forth they vied, neither able to gain any advantage. Finally, Allison summoned a ghoul. The monster erupted out of the floor, grabbing Nyro by the throat and pinning her against the wall. Unfortunately, it was blocking Allison’s access to her opponent. She moved around the monster, trying to stab Nyro in the neck, but she called fire, hitting the ghoul with lightning bolts. The force of the spell knocked both the ghoul and Allison off their feet. The ghoul faded to smoke as Allison lost her concentration.

Nyro launched herself at her, chopping with her sword, barely missing as Allison rolled out of the way, sending sparks flying with every impact on the stone floor. Calling air, Allison hurled the bed at her, giving herself a chance to regain her feet. The bed slammed into the wall, missing Nyro by inches and breaking into several pieces as it fell to the floor.

Allison squared off with her opponent again. As Nyro advanced, Allison shot lightning at her as she evaded her onslaught. Nyro canceled her spell, hurling air and earth spells at her as Allison pressed her counterattack.

Nyro dodged and parried, and though Allison came close to landing several killing strokes, they were never close enough. Finally, as Nyro came at her again, Allison summoned Shadow. She had the demon hit her opponent with fire and lightning as Allison defended herself.

Allison went on the attack again, and four demons appeared in the room, attacking Shadow. These must be the specters Fang had bound. They kept Shadow busy as Allison continued her fight with Nyro.

Nyro gasped at one point, and Allison had no idea what had prompted that reaction. The demons’ battle raged, and neither she nor Nyro could get the upper hand against the other. Nyro started edging along one wall as they fought, and it took a minute for Allison to realize she was trying to get to the doorway. She tried driving her back, but Nyro called air in an attempt to throw her into the wreckage of the bed, and in the moment it took Allison to cancel the spell, Nyro darted out the door.

Allison charged after her, reaching the hallway in time to see Nyro, Emma, and Fang flying through a portal on a carpet right before the gateway closed. “Shit!” she shouted, kicking the bedroom door in frustration.

The demons fighting Shadow withdrew to the spirit realm, leaving Allison to contemplate her next move. She’d seen only sky and forest on the other side of the portal, and it looked like it was nearing sunset—or perhaps only a little after sunrise—wherever they’d gone. It was high above the ground, too, explaining why Nyro had taken her carpet.

Where the hell had she gone? And why so abruptly? Allison had no answers. She considered waiting in the castle for Nyro to return, but there wasn’t much point. Nyro would be ready for another rescue attempt. Allison had tipped her hand and would not get the element of surprise again.

Pulling the pyramid out of the void, she opened a portal to the castle exterior and walked through it. Closing the portal behind her, she liberated Gorm and her carpet from the void, restored her compliance spell, and tucked her sword and pyramid into oblivion. Mounting her carpet, she forced Gorm to open a gateway in the barrier, then flew through it, shooting high into the sky.

Allison circled the port once, but the ships were gone. She flew over the bay and out to sea. Dawn was cracking the eastern horizon, providing a bit of light, but she couldn’t find the vessels anywhere.

Returning to the city, she made herself invisible and landed on the same rooftop she’d used earlier. She figured she’d wait here for a while to see if Nyro returned. Perhaps she could glean some clue as to what had prompted her sudden departure. Summoning Shadow, she sent her into the castle. If Nyro were to return, there was a good chance she’d open a portal to the interior of the building.

Allison sat there as the sun rose, climbing higher in the sky. There was no sign of Nyro. She got to her feet, thinking she’d return to Stoutwall, when a voice said, “Hello there. I can’t see you, but I know you’re up here.”

Turning, Allison spotted an elf approaching. His hair and beard were both long and white, contrasting with his ebony skin. She could feel the power emanating from him and knew he was a mage. Preparing a shield spell and making herself visible, she said, “Who are you?”

“My name is Asmund. I believe we have a common enemy.”


Chapter 16
Close Call


Alanna enjoyed playing with Sigrid but wanted to ride her. What was the point of being a dragon rider if she couldn’t ride? Sigrid wanted it, too. She kept showing her visions of the two of them soaring over the lake. But her mother had forbidden her from leaving the castle grounds, and with Battleaxe and Mist hovering the way they were, there was no way she could get away.

She went to the great hall for dinner with Leda and Mother Jezebel. But she spent the whole time trying to figure out a way to escape the castle unnoticed for a little while. They had guards at the gates around the clock, and Alanna was sure they’d have strict orders not to let Leda or her leave on their own. And with the moat around this place, it wasn’t like she could slip out a window. Normally, she would use an invisibility spell to sneak out, but Mira’s null made that impossible.

She could summon Sigrid and meet her in the courtyard. But someone was sure to see her flying away on her back and report it to her mother. Assuming Mother didn’t see it with her own eyes—she rarely let her out of her sight these days.

The one secret tunnel she’d known about didn’t exist anymore. She knew there had to be others but had no way of finding them. And there was no chance any of the people who did know about them would tell her.

Leda wouldn’t be any help, either. Not this time. Nyro’s visit had scared her shitless and there was no way she was going to risk breaking Mother’s rules. Alanna had been afraid, too, but Nyro hadn’t made another appearance. No one had. And she’d be riding Sigrid, and the enemy mages didn’t seem to have any interest in the dragons since the battle.

If she could find a way out of the castle, she’d have to decide where to meet Sigrid. The dragon riders’ camp would be perfect. Far enough from the castle to avoid attention. And she’d get to see Soren, too. She did miss him, if not as much as she missed riding Sigrid. He was fairly attractive, and she knew he was smitten with her. Which made flirting with him a lot of fun.

After dinner, Alanna returned to her chambers with Leda. Mother had gone to visit Khaldun and Mira, so the two of them had their rooms to themselves.

“Why are you so sulky?” Leda asked as Alanna plopped onto the bed. “You got to play with Sigrid. I figured you’d be happy now.”

“I want to ride her,” Alanna said with a sigh.

“It’s too dangerous,” Leda said, sitting down at the table by the window. “What if Nyro comes back?”

“Why would she, though? She only came here to find more mages, but she ended up abducting a bunch of them from Arthos instead. There’s no reason for her to return here.”

“I guess that’s true,” Leda said with a shrug.

“Doesn’t matter. I don’t know how I’d sneak out of the castle anyway.”

“You could ride Sigrid out of the courtyard.”

“I said sneak. Mother would see me if I tried that. Or someone else would and they’d report it to her.”

Leda seemed lost in thought for a few moments.

“What’s wrong?” Alanna asked.

“There might be a way,” she said. “Come with me,” she added, getting to her feet.

“Where are we going?” Alanna asked without moving.

“Do you want to ride Sigrid or not?”

Alanna stared at her a moment longer before getting out of bed. They left their chambers, and Leda took her down to the courtyard and over to the stables. One of the prince’s guards was there—a young Kongese woman. Alanna had seen her around quite a bit recently; she’d even accompanied them the last time they went to the lake to see Sigrid.

“Your Highnesses,” the guard said with a smile.

Leda kissed her, and Alanna’s jaw dropped. Leda was romantically involved with her? And she’d kept it from Alanna? She closed her mouth and tried to act naturally before either of them noticed her reaction.

“This is Scarlett,” Leda told her. “She’s a member of the castle guard and recently started working for the master of horse.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Alanna said.

“We’ve been confined to the castle,” Leda told the woman. “But Alanna’s desperate to ride her dragon. You told me you know one of the secret passages, right?”

“That I might,” she said with a grin.

“Could you take us out of the castle?” Alanna asked, smiling ear to ear.

“When would you like to go, Your Highness?”

“Right now,” Alanna said.

“Come with me,” she said.

Scarlett led them to the last stall by the outer castle wall. She pulled down one of the wooden wall braces, and Alanna realized it was a lever. “This frees the mechanism holding the stall in place,” she told them. They helped her slide the structure away from the stone wall, revealing a small opening behind it. Crawling through that, they found a stairway leading below ground.

Alanna and Leda followed the woman down the steps. At the bottom, she took a flint and steel set from a ledge on the wall and used that to light the torch sitting in the lone sconce. Illuminating their way with the torch, she led them through a short stone passage and down a much longer stairway.

At the bottom, they reached a dank tunnel. They followed that, and unless Alanna’s sense of direction had failed her, it was taking them toward the waterfall. It sloped upward, and after a while, Alanna was sure she could hear the roar of the falls ahead. Finally, they reached a set of steps. There was some light here coming from above. Scarlett left the torch in a sconce on the wall, and they climbed the steps. It grew steadily brighter as they moved higher. Sure enough, they reached a small cavern behind the waterfall.

“You’ll get a little wet on the way out, but there’s no avoiding that,” Scarlett said with a grin.

“Thank you so much,” Leda said, kissing her again.

Alanna and Leda dashed through the falling water, emerging on a ledge overlooking the lake. They were right at the edge of the falls, and after a short trek through the woods, the castle came into view.

“I had no idea you were involved with someone,” Alanna said as they strolled along the lakeshore, taking their time to avoid attracting attention. “How did you hide this from me?”

“I’ve been sneaking out in the middle of the night,” Leda said, failing to stifle a giggle.

“She’s beautiful,” Alanna said. “How old is she?”

“Seventeen,” Leda told her. “Her mother is in the household guard but she used to provide security for an antique dealer hauling artifacts out of Pytha. She met her father in a brothel in Hido.”

“Her father was a prostitute?” Alanna said, her eyes wide.

Leda giggled. “Yes. She’s never met him.”

Alanna was shocked. This was the first time her sister had ever done anything so mischievous. At least, as far as she knew.

They found the trail to the dragon riders’ camp, and Alanna led them into the forest. A few minutes later, they reached the camp in a clearing in the woods.

The dragons were hunting, and she could see several of them flying over the lake. Reaching out with her mind, she called Sigrid. There was a roar in the distance, and the dragon appeared over the trees moments later, swooping over them once before landing. Sigrid lowered his head, and Alanna stroked his snout.

“Alanna!” a voice said. She turned to see Soren hurrying over to them. “I thought you weren’t allowed out of the castle!”

“I’m not,” she said with a grin. “But I missed riding Sigrid, so we sneaked out.”

“I think you missed me, too,” he said, embracing her. “It’ll be dark soon—you’re welcome to stay the night with us.”

“That won’t work,” she said with a frown. “We need to get back before they notice we’re gone.” She kissed him, plunging her tongue into his mouth. He kissed her back, and she felt the familiar tingling between her legs. “Next time, perhaps. Our mother should return from Drengrvollr soon, and she might allow it.”

“Mm,” Soren said, kissing her again. “You’re ready to share my bedroll, then?”

“I didn’t say that,” she said. “One day. Maybe.” She shot him a mischievous smile as she backed away. Sigrid nuzzled her with her snout, nearly knocking her over. “Hey! Watch it!” she said, rounding on her as Soren chuckled.

“She wants you to take her for a ride,” he said.

“Yes, let’s go,” Alanna said to the dragon, showing her a memory of the two of them flying over the lake. “Wait here for me—I’ll need your help getting back in the castle!” she added to Leda. Sigrid lowered her head and one wing, and Alanna climbed onto her back.

Moments later, they were soaring high into the air. She spotted another rider approaching as they circled the lake and knew it had to be Soren. His mount and Sigrid loved playing together, and Alanna screamed for joy as Sigrid banked first one way and then the other, trying to get behind Soren. Maneuvers like this had terrified her at first, but she’d gotten over her fear very quickly and now she loved this more than anything.

Sigrid roared, giving up the chase and pulling up short, beating his mighty wings to hold them in place above the lake. Out in front of them, Alanna spotted a dark patch in the sky. It wasn’t a cloud, she was sure of that, and as she stared at it, trying to decide what it was, a carpet flew through it, headed straight for them.

Suddenly, Sigrid dropped like a stone, plummeting toward the lake. As they fell, Alanna spotted three riders on the carpet. One was an elf with a scar running down one cheek. This had to be Nyro, which meant the other two must be Emma and Fang. Alanna screamed as Sigrid went into a dive, pinning his wings to his sides. He spread them again, pulling up hard, and managed to regain his flight right before they plunged into the water.

Gazing around her, Alanna spotted the carpet approaching fast from behind. Beyond it, she saw Soren’s dragon gaining on the carpet. The beast blasted the carpet with a jet of fire, and Alanna screamed again—he’d kill Emma along with Nyro! But there was a shield spell in place that repelled the dragon fire. Soren’s mount roared, bellowing his fury to the sky.

Sigrid climbed, flying fast and erratically to avoid any more spells from the carpet. Alanna knew a mage could cancel the air beneath a dragon to rob it of its lift. She couldn’t stop screaming, and terror verging on panic threatened to overcome her.

Suddenly, two more dragons swooped in from above, flying in the opposite direction. Alanna turned in time to see them breathe fire on the carpet, but they couldn’t get through the shield spell, either. Within moments, a dozen more dragons converged on their position, all of them attacking the carpet. Word must have spread among them, because they stopped using fire, instead trying to rend it apart with their teeth and claws.

Nyro managed to cancel the air beneath a couple of them, and they plunged into the lake. Before long, it seemed like the entire crash had come to their aid, though, and their attacks overwhelmed her. Another black patch formed above them, and Nyro flew through it, disappearing as the portal closed behind her.

Khaldun had gone up to his chambers with Mira after dinner, and Jezebel had joined them. They were worried about Allison, but Jezebel didn’t want to contact her by mirror for fear of interrupting if she was in the middle of infiltrating Nyro’s castle. They knew this could take a while. The whole day had gone by without any word, though, and Khaldun was starting to think it might be worth risking the mirror. Jezebel wanted to hold out, though.

They talked for a while, rehashing what they’d discussed before about setting a trap for Nyro. Khaldun found his mind wandering, and gazing out the window, spotted a couple of dragons chasing each other back and forth above the lake. He wondered if any of the others would warm up to him in dragon form as Sigrid had.

Suddenly, a dark patch of sky appeared over the water. It was too far away to be sure, but he thought he saw something shoot out of it. What the hell was going on? The lead dragon started falling from the sky. He managed to catch some air before hitting the water, climbing higher as the second one gave chase.

As they picked up speed, the rear one shot fire toward the leader—that’s when Khaldun spotted the spherical void in the dragon fire. A shield spell. Someone had flown a carpet through a portal. And other than Allison, only one person possessed the ability to do that.

“Nyro’s here,” he said, getting to his feet.

“What?” Jezebel said as she and Mira both rose from their seats, nearly knocking them over. “Where? And how do you know?”

He told them what he’d seen, and the two of them stared out the window. Several more dragons were rushing to assist. “I’ve got to get out there. One of you should alert Shatter, Battleaxe, and the others.”

“I’ll do it,” Mira said, as Jezebel gasped.

“What’s wrong?” Khaldun said. She ran out of their room, and he followed her.

Reaching her own chambers, Jezebel threw the door open, calling for Alanna and Leda. They were gone. “I’ve got a bad feeling that’s Alanna and Sigrid out there,” she said, tears welling up in her eyes as she met his gaze.

Khaldun nodded before hurrying off. He ran down to the entry hall and out onto the grounds. The moment he was outside Mira’s null, he pulled his carpet out of the void and took off. Flying over the lake, he raced toward the dragons. By the time he reached them, the carpet was gone. His heart jumped into his throat—had Nyro taken Alanna?

No. He spotted her riding Sigrid. Flying in closer, he waved at her, getting her attention. There would be too much wind noise for her to hear him, so he pointed toward the shore. Alanna nodded. Sigrid turned around, heading for land, and Khaldun followed them back.

They landed, and Khaldun spotted Jezebel running over to them with Allure, Battleaxe, Mist, Sage, and Shatter in tow. Alanna climbed down from Sigrid’s back, and Jezebel hugged her tight, crying and sobbing.

Once she’d calmed down, Jezebel held her daughter by the shoulders. “Don’t you EVER do that again, do you hear me?!”

“I’m sorry, Mother,” Alanna said through her tears. “I missed Sigrid so badly and⁠—”

“That was NYRO! She could have taken you like she did Emma! Is that what you want? Is it?” Before Alanna could respond, Jezebel’s eyes went wide. “Where’s Leda?!”

“She was in the dragon riders’ camp—she should be safe,” Alanna said, the fear in her eyes belying her words.

Khaldun was about to go looking for Leda when he spotted her running toward them from the woods. Jezebel took off, meeting her halfway.

“We should all fly patrol for a while,” Allure said to the rest of the sorcerers. “This incident could be a prelude to a larger attack.”

“I’ll alert the prince,” Shatter said, hurrying off.

The rest of them took off on their carpets, flying above the castle and the grounds. Khaldun had a lot of questions. It made no sense, but the way this had unfolded sure made it seem like Nyro had targeted Alanna specifically. What would she want with the girl? She was a novice mage, without any special abilities. He knew she’d inherited magic from both parents, so it was possible she had the metamorphosis in her.

He had to remind himself that it didn’t matter if she had it within her or not—Nyro could trigger the transformation in anyone with the dual inheritance. Could she have sensed some other latent ability in the girl?

But if that were her reason for attempting this, why hadn’t she taken Alanna when she abducted Emma? They’d both been there at the time. And on top of that, how could she have known Alanna had left the castle? As long as she stayed within Mira’s null, she was safe. Somehow Nyro had known the moment she ventured out on her own? He couldn’t understand it.

After an hour or so, there had been no further incursions, so Khaldun landed out in front of the castle gates. Allure and Battleaxe were already there, and Mist, Sage, and Shatter joined them over the next few minutes.

“We have a problem,” Allure told them. “Nyro’s got one of her demons watching Stoutwall. I had a suspicion that might be the case, and sure enough, I found him hovering high above the grounds. I banished him, but he returned almost immediately.”

“It must be one of the ones she used Fang to bind, then,” Sage said. “The others have reanimated elvish bodies.”

“I believe Nyro must have targeted Alanna specifically,” Khaldun said. “And this would explain how she knew Alanna left the castle without any of us. The demon was keeping watch for her.” He explained the questions he had about Nyro’s motives.

“I should give Alanna a reading,” Allure said. “The last one I did was years ago, and she was too young.”

Khaldun went into the castle with the others and led Allure up to Jezebel’s chambers. Unsurprisingly, Jezebel was still furious and was scolding her daughters as they sat in their bed, cowering against the headboard. Jezebel didn’t typically inspire fear in them, but she was in a towering rage. Mira was there, too, giving Khaldun a concerned look. He gently interrupted Jezebel and explained what Allure wanted to do and why. Jezebel agreed.

Allure sat down on the bed next to Alanna, holding her face in her hands and closing her eyes. “Yes, you do have the transformation in you,” she said.

“Y-you mean I’ll become a sorcerer one day?” she asked.

“It’s not certain, but it is within you. Nyro could have triggered it regardless… but there’s something more.”

“A latent talent?” Khaldun asked. “What is it?”

Allure shook her head, squeezing her eyes tighter. “It’s… strange. I don’t think I’m reading a talent, but rather a lack of something. A void that I can’t penetrate.”

“I don’t understand,” Jezebel said, her tone impatient.

“I’m not sure I understand it, either,” Allure said, opening her eyes. “But I believe she has the potential to become a null.”

“A null?” Alanna repeated. “That can’t be! I can do magic!”

“I could too in the beginning,” Mira said. “But that changed as I got older.”

“I’m reasonably sure you would never become a null on your own,” Allure said. “The void I sensed was small and not very strong. But I’m willing to bet it’s something Nyro could bring out in you.”

“That’s why she wanted her,” Khaldun said. “Nyro would probably give anything to get her hands on a null. But acquiring Mira would be nearly impossible at this point.”

“That could well be,” Allure said.

“Why didn’t Nyro take her when she abducted Emma?” he asked.

Allure frowned for a moment. “The void I sensed is subtle—I nearly missed it. My guess is that Nyro didn’t notice it when she took Emma. She was focused only on finding a mage she could turn into a sorcerer. But she could have sensed the same thing I did at a later time. Perhaps when she came here and fought Allison.”

“So at that point, she stationed the demon here,” Khaldun said. “Alanna was inside Mira’s null then, so Nyro couldn’t get to her. The demon spotted her riding Sigrid tonight and alerted Nyro.”

“That would certainly explain it,” Allure said. “Once Allison returns, we should see if she can destroy this demon.”

Khaldun had an idea, but didn’t want to discuss it in front of Jezebel—she and the girls had endured enough for one evening. They said goodnight to Jezebel and her daughters, and then Allure left with Khaldun and Mira.

“Could we speak to you in private?” Khaldun asked Allure once they’d closed the door behind them.

“Of course,” she said.

Allure followed them to their chambers.

“We’ve been exploring this idea of setting a trap for Nyro,” Khaldun said as the three of them sat at their table. “And in the interest of doing that, it might be better to let Nyro’s demon remain.”

“Because once we plant our bait, we’d want it to alert Nyro,” Mira said.

“Yes, exactly,” said Khaldun. “Would you or Allison be able to station a demon to keep watch on Nyro’s demon?”

“The trouble would be getting it to remain here longer than a few hours,” Allure said. “Allison could do it if she binds another demon, though.”

“Perfect,” Khaldun said. “I’ll ask her about it when she returns. When the time comes, we now know that Alanna would make the ideal bait.”

“Jezebel is not going to like this,” Mira said.

“I know. And that’s why I didn’t want to discuss it in her presence. But think about this. Nyro came here for Alanna herself—she didn’t send one of her minions. And knowing now that she has the potential to become a null, it’s not remotely surprising that Nyro would want to acquire her.”

“She would be perfect,” Allure agreed.

“We have another problem, though,” Khaldun said. “There’s no point setting a trap if we don’t have the means to destroy her. Killing her body isn’t enough—she’d just reanimate another one. Maybe we can find her true name by then. Maybe not. Jezebel and I used a spike to capture Myrddin’s demon, but Enigma told us Nyro’s far too strong for that. So do you know of any other way?”

“Nyro would have been too strong for the spikes Syllith used,” Allure said. “She acquired those from the Darkhold, and they hadn’t been designed for a demon that powerful. But I know the spells required to create those spikes. Working with Augustine’s blacksmith, I could make one strong enough to hold Nyro. Especially if we use Stoutwall steel. There’s no guarantee, of course. It is Nyro we’re talking about after all, so she may be ready for this tactic. I don’t see how, though.”

“Why did Enigma say Nyro was too powerful for this?” Khaldun asked.

“I wasn’t there, obviously, but I’m sure he must have been talking about the process, not the spike itself,” Allure replied. “Keep in mind, he didn’t know exactly how Syllith was doing it at the time. She had to keep it from him to ensure the demon didn’t find out.”

“Oh, that’s right,” Khaldun said.

“And Nyro—or any of the Sacred Circle for that matter—would have been too powerful for that. Enigma was allowing them to possess him so Syllith could seduce them. Which is not difficult with the lesser demons.”

“But Nyro’s demons retained enough of themselves to spot the trap,” Khaldun said with a nod. “They wouldn’t have been consumed with their carnal desires like the lesser ones. And once one of them had possessed Enigma, there would have been no stopping them.”

“Precisely,” said Allure. “Syllith never would have had the opportunity to trap them in the spike.”

“That’s it, then,” said Mira. “We have the ideal bait and a means of destroying Nyro.”

Khaldun felt hope blossoming in his chest in a way it hadn’t done in a long time. “We’ll need to discuss this with the full council.”


Chapter 17
Foreign Emissary


“Asmund?” Allison repeated. “The mage who found Syllith in Nyro’s castle?”

“One and the same,” he said with a slight bow. “And who might you be?”

Allison sensed no active magic in place around him. No illusion or compliance spells—he was what he appeared to be. She could also sense his desire to defeat Nyro and wrest control of his homeland from her regime. “My name is Allison. I’m from Spanbrook in Dorshire.”

“Princess Allison, the great sorcerer, unless I’m much mistaken,” he said. “Only, you are a necromancer now?”

“Yes, I am. How did you know I was here?”

“We often use this rooftop to keep our watch on Nyro’s island,” he said. “It does provide the ideal vantage point, does it not? I heard you rustling over there and sensed an invisibility spell.”

That explained it. She hadn’t expected anyone else to be using the roof or she would have been more careful. “I’m glad you found me. We wanted to talk to you about joining forces against Nyro.” Allison spent a few minutes explaining the military situation in Stoutwall.

“I may be able to assist,” he said when she was done. “I helped establish our resistance movement. We have organizations in every kingdom and most cities. I operate independently now, but I do know the leader here in Krokr.”

“Do your people command any military resources? Or mages? Nyro’s forces outnumber ours as it is, and she is sending additional troops. We could use some reinforcements of our own.”

“We have no fighting force, I’m afraid. There are a handful of mages operating here in Krokr, though.”

“A handful?” she repeated, her heart sinking.

“There are more throughout Drengrvollr and the other kingdoms. But we have to be extremely careful. Nyro’s mages infiltrated our organization in the early days and we lost many of our people. Now, no one knows any resistance members outside their own local group. The leaders know some of the others nearby, but only the overall director in a given kingdom knows all of them. None of them know any of the local leaders from the other kingdoms.”

“So pulling from the entire movement, there could be… dozens? Hundreds of mages?”

“Hundreds, I would guess. But I have no way to know for sure. To send significant numbers to your aid, the orders would have to come from the directors. And to reach them, we’d have to start with the local leader here in Krokr and work our way up the chain of command.”

“You helped create the movement, though,” she said. “Don’t you know any of the directors yourself?”

“Not anymore. The people who started with me have all been killed or captured. Like I said, we have to be extremely careful.”

Allison nodded. She was about to ask where they could find the leader when she sensed someone reaching out to her through her mirror. “Excuse me,” she said to Asmund. Pulling her mirror out of its pocket, she found Jezebel staring back at her.

“Are you all right?” Jezebel asked. Her eyes were red as if from crying.

“Yes, I couldn’t rescue Emma, but I’m fine. What’s wrong?”

Jezebel told her briefly what had happened with Nyro and Alanna. “With Nyro and Emma showing up here, and no word from you, I couldn’t help but worry.”

“I’m sorry—I should have contacted you. I didn’t know where Nyro had gone, but this certainly explains her sudden departure. Thank the stars Alanna’s safe.” She told her about Asmund and the situation with the resistance movement.

“Could you return here for the night before you set out with him?” Jezebel asked. “Leda and Alanna were terrified something might happen to you, and we all miss you terribly.”

Allison smiled. “Of course. Let me talk to Asmund and I’ll return immediately.”

“If he’s willing, it might be good for him to come with you. We’re holding council in the morning, so he could meet Augustine and the others. Discuss our strategy against Nyro.”

“That’s a good idea. I’ll ask him.”

Allison stowed her mirror and explained her situation to Asmund. She invited him to go to Stoutwall with her, and he agreed. Allison rolled up her carpet, hoisting it over one shoulder, and freed Shadow to return to the spirit realm. Then she removed the pyramid and her sword from the void and opened a portal back to Stoutwall, the grounds and castle visible on the other side.

“After you,” she said to Asmund.

The elf’s eyes had gone wide, and he reached through the rift with one hand, pulling it back as if he’d touched something hot.

“It’s perfectly safe, I assure you,” she said with a grin.

“Perhaps you could go first?” he said.

Allison stepped through the portal, and Asmund followed slowly. It took all of her strength to keep it open for so long. Once he was through, she let the portal collapse, tucking the pyramid, sword, and carpet back into the void.

“We are standing on the human continent now?” he asked, taking in his surroundings.

“That is Castle Stoutwall in the old kingdom of Maeda,” she said.

“Incredible,” he muttered.

Allison led him across the moat and into the castle. Asmund gasped when their magic died. “What is this? My power is gone? I have never experienced anything like this…”

Allison told him about Mira’s null. “She keeps it in place at all times in case Nyro attacks. She’s shown up here twice since the battle, so it’s proven to be a wise choice.”

Allison found Augustine’s steward and asked him to introduce Asmund to the prince and take care of his accommodations for the night. She said goodnight to the elf, and he walked off with the steward. Running up to her chambers, she found Jezebel and the girls waiting for her. She embraced the three of them, grateful that Alanna was safe and uninjured.

“How do you feel about Allure’s reading?” Allison asked Alanna after the four of them had spent some time together. “You’ve always wanted to be a sorcerer one day, right?”

Alanna frowned. “Someday.”

“Not now?” Allison asked. “Shadow could probably trigger your transformation.”

“I don’t think so,” Alanna said. “In a few years, perhaps. And I definitely don’t want to become a null. I love doing magic.”

“Fair enough,” Allison said, hugging her again.

“You should let Khaldun and Mira know you’ve returned,” Jezebel told her. “They were as worried as I was, I think.”

Allison walked over to their chambers, and Mira let her inside, embracing her and saying, “I’m so relieved you’re all right.”

“I never had any doubts,” Khaldun said with a grin.

“He was as nervous as I was,” Mira said to Allison. “Don’t let him fool you.”

Khaldun chuckled, hugging Allison and saying, “We’re glad you’re safe. While you’re here, would you have a few minutes?”

“Yes, of course,” she said.

The three of them sat down at the table and Khaldun told her about the demon Allure had found watching the castle and their ideas about the trap for Nyro. Jezebel had told her about Alanna’s ordeal in great detail but had only touched on the demon.

“Using Alanna as bait,” Allison said with a sigh when he was done. “I don’t like it. The poor girl has already been through so much. But I believe you are correct that we could lure Nyro here that way.”

“Jezebel would never approve this plan, though,” Mira said.

“She might,” Allison said pensively. “I’ll bring it up with her. I’m sure Alanna would be agreeable. We’d have to do everything we can to ensure her safety, of course.”

“What do you think about the demon?” Khaldun asked. “Could you summon one to keep watch over it?”

“I believe so,” she said. “As Allure noted, I’d have to bind one first. I have some ideas about that—I’ll discuss them with Allure before I retire for the night. Who else knows about the possibility of using Alanna as bait?”

“Only the three of us and Allure,” he said.

“Good. Let’s keep it that way for now. It would be best for Jezebel to hear it from me first, and I’m not sure when I’ll get an opportunity to discuss it with her.”

Allison bade them goodnight and went to see Allure. The sorcerer was still up. They discussed the incident with Alanna and Khaldun’s ideas for a minute. Allure confirmed Allison would need to bind a demon to set it on a perpetual watch over the castle.

“It would be best to do this right away,” Allison said. “I’ve got something in mind—would you be willing to assist me? Despite binding Shadow, I still feel a little unsure of this.”

“It would be my pleasure,” she said with a smile.

The two of them left the castle. Allison gazed up at the sky, and sure enough, she could sense the demon up there. “We should do this somewhere else to make sure our friend doesn’t catch on.” Retrieving the pyramid from the void, she opened a portal to the university, and the two of them walked through it.

Once she’d closed the gateway and tucked the pyramid back into the void, she called a flame to provide some illumination and said, “I’ve got these little specters I’m fond of using for most tasks. Unlike normal demons, they’re not the spirits of ancient sorcerers.”

“I thought that’s where all demons came from,” Allure said.

“So did I, but not these. I believe they’re native to the spirit realm, but I’m not sure. I’ll have to ask Shadow about it sometime. They should be perfect for our current situation.”

“Are you sure they can be bound?”

“One way to find out,” she said. “I’ll try the spell on one of them and see what happens.”

“What do you need me to do?”

“Hopefully nothing. I draw confidence from you, that’s all. And if something does go wrong, I’m hoping you can save me.”

“I’m sure you’ll be fine,” Allure said, flashing that sultry smile of hers.

Allison summoned one of her minions. Taking a deep breath, she formed the spells for the rite of binding and released the magic. She felt the spirit’s power joining with hers. “I’ve got the first one,” she told Allure. “That was even easier than it was with Shadow. Can a demon stop us from binding it?”

“They can’t stop the rite, no,” Allure said. “It cannot be canceled. As long as you can summon the demon and prevent it from returning to the spirit realm, you can bind it.”

“And a demon more powerful than me could resist the summoning,” Allison said. “Or escape again even if I did manage to force the summoning.”

“Yes, exactly,” Allure said. “And of course, binding a demon stronger than you would be extremely dangerous to begin with. Although at this point, Nyro is the only one you couldn’t overpower.”

For the next several minutes, Allison summoned and bound the rest of the spirits. There were an even dozen all together. They returned to Stoutwall, and she set three of them to keep watch on Nyro’s demon. She instructed them to stay hidden and to alert her if the monster did anything but watch or if it departed.

“That’s it,” she told Allure. “Now we’ll know if anything changes.”

“I’m planning on working with a blacksmith after tomorrow morning’s council meeting to see if we can create a spike for Nyro,” she said. “I can teach you the spells if you’d like to join me.”

“Yes, I would like that,” Allison said. “Haven’t you done this before?”

“I made a few at the university after we found the spells in Fosland,” she said, “just to make sure I could do it. Those were simple, but we’ll need something much stronger to contain Nyro. The mage who recorded the spells did specifically recommend using Stoutwall steel for more powerful demons.”

“Augustine’s smithy isn’t in the castle, is it?” Allison asked. It would be impossible for Allure to weave her spells into the steel inside of Mira’s null.

“No, it’s in the city,” she said. “I’ve already discussed this with Shatter, and he was going to let their blacksmith know he has permission to forge our spike with their special steel. I guess its formulation is a closely guarded secret.”

They returned to the castle and said goodnight as they went their separate ways. Jezebel was still awake when Allison reached her chambers. She stripped out of her armor and slid into bed next to her. They discussed what she’d done with her new demons, but kept it brief.

Allison wanted to make love to her wife, and Jezebel was more than responsive. This would be their last opportunity for who knew how long, so they took full advantage of it. They were always passionate but became particularly so on this night.

Jezebel lay in her arms when they were done, and they probably would have drifted off to sleep at that point. But Allison wanted to bring up the idea she’d discussed with Khaldun, and wouldn’t have another chance before leaving for Drengrvollr. So, she took a deep breath and told Jezebel what they were thinking, keeping her voice as low as she could. The girls were sleeping in the next room, and she didn’t want them overhearing.

“I hate this idea,” Jezebel said when she was done. “How can we ask our own daughter to put herself in harm’s way like that? I know she’d probably jump at the chance, but that’s beside the point.”

“I’m not sure it is,” Allison said. “If things turn out how we want, she could stand to inherit an entire kingdom one day. And she’s not a child anymore. Putting her life at risk to defend that kingdom wouldn’t exactly be a bad lesson.”

Jezebel heaved a sigh. “You’re right, of course. It’s hard to accept how quickly they’ve grown up, but she is at an age where she could handle this. And I have to concede she would be the perfect bait. Nyro wants her and she’ll come for her herself.”

“Yes, exactly,” Allison said. “And she is known for wandering off on her own, so creating a situation where she appears to be accidentally left behind would seem authentic. Not a setup that would be believable for Mira at all.”

“Hardly,” Jezebel said, taking a deep breath and sighing again. “Let me think about it. Maybe I’ll discuss it with Alanna while you’re gone.”

Allison knew that was the best she could hope for, so she let it lie.

“Did you know Leda has been seeing someone romantically?” Jezebel asked.

“I had no idea!” she said. “Who’s the lucky boy?”

“The lucky young woman is named Scarlett,” Jezebel told her. “She’s a member of Augustine’s household guard. She’s the one who showed Leda and Alanna how to get out of the castle. Apparently, Leda’s been sneaking out of our chambers to meet her in the middle of the night.”

Allison chuckled. “This is not something I would have expected from Leda.”

“Which part? The interest in women or the sneaking out?”

“Both, I suppose.”

“Agreed,” Jezebel said with a sigh. “I wish they could have stayed little girls just a little longer.”

“Does Augustine know Scarlett was involved with the girls’ transgression?”

“No, and I don’t plan on telling him,” Jezebel said with a sigh. “I’ve spoken with Scarlett myself, and now that she’s aware of the gravity of the situation, she feels terrible. Punishment enough, I think.”

“Fair enough,” she agreed.

Allison rose at dawn and trained with Battleaxe, Imani, and Shatter before the council meeting. She and Jezebel reached the prince’s private dining room before any of the others. Once everyone had arrived and taken their seats, Allison introduced Asmund to the group.

Sage said something to him in elvish, and his eyes went wide with surprise. They conversed in his language for a few moments, and then, in the common tongue, he said, “I did not expect to find anyone in this land who could speak elvish.”

“Sage is our preeminent scholar,” said Allure. “She’s probably the only person in Anoria who knows your language.”

The elf told them the story of Nyro’s rise to power as Estrid in Drengrvollr, her conquest of their continent, and the organization of the resistance movement. Allison knew they’d all heard pieces of this story before, but was sure none of them had heard all of it in so much detail.

“As I explained to Princess Allison, we have no military resources under our command,” he told them. “But I do believe we have many mages who would be willing to come to Anoria’s aid. Once Princess Allison and I return to Krokr, we will meet with the local leader and go from there.”

“Thank you, Asmund, for coming here to meet with us,” Augustine said. “I wonder, do any of your mages know the enchantments the ancient elves used to incarcerate Nyro and her demons in Pytha?”

“I do not believe so,” Asmund said. “Only a few of the mages who came here then were still alive as Nyro rose to power. She slaughtered them. Those who had already passed handed down their secrets to their protégés, but Nyro sought them out and killed them, as well. I believe she considered this revenge upon those who had imprisoned her.”

“Your Highness,” said Khaldun, “even if we could recover those spells, we must not settle for incarcerating Nyro this time. Doing so would only pass on this problem to another generation of Anorians.

“I’ve been consulting with some of the others, and we believe we have discovered a way to lure Nyro here once we’ve evacuated and to destroy her for good.”

“That is welcome news,” Augustine said. “Would you care to elaborate?”

Khaldun met Allison’s gaze for a moment, and said, “Not at this time. We are only in the early stages of working out the details. I would prefer to wait until we have a complete solution.”

“Very well,” Augustine said. “Have we been able to destroy the demon observing the castle?”

“There has been a change in plans,” Allison told him and explained what she’d done. “We’ll want Nyro’s demon in place when it comes time to spring our trap, so this is our best way forward.”

“Understood,” Augustine said. “Do you know how long your journey to elvendom will take?”

Allison turned to Asmund.

“It’s hard to say,” the elf replied. “Only a day to make contact with the local leader in Krokr. Beyond that, it will depend on how receptive the territorial directors are. And the disposition of the available mages across the continent. It will all go much faster using the princess’s portal, of course. I would say anywhere from a few days to a couple of weeks.”

“You won’t have much longer than that,” Prince Leto said. “The ships carrying Nyro’s reinforcements will arrive in Anoria in three weeks, maybe less.”

“We will bear that in mind,” Asmund said.

“Princess Allison,” said Augustine, “will you require anyone else to accompany you on this journey?”

“I don’t think so, Your Highness,” she said. “Asmund will be my guide, and I should be able to handle any trouble we encounter myself.”

“It would be best for the two of us to handle this on our own,” Asmund said. “Forgive me, but our people are distrustful of humans. And I’m afraid the prejudice has only worsened among those who know Estrid’s true identity. The princess’s fair complexion, blond hair, and light eyes will make this difficult enough as it is. Taking any more of you with us would only complicate matters.”

“We could change her appearance if that would help,” Khaldun said.

“Like your sorcerers, our mages can sense the magical force,” said Asmund. “An illusion spell would only rouse their suspicion.”

“Understood,” Khaldun said with a grin. “But I can create a physical transformation in Her Highness.”

“That’s impossible,” Asmund said.

“It’s not,” Allison told him. “I used to be the same size as Princess Jezebel.”

Asmund looked back and forth between the two of them with an expression of disbelief. “Even if what you say is true, turning you into an elf might cause more harm than good. They’ll know you cannot be one of them.”

“A Shifari, then,” Imani said with a grin. “She’s already got the height. Khaldun can make it so she’d pass as my sister.”

“That could work,” Asmund said with a nod. “Our history books do tell us that your people were descended from ours. And the prejudice against humans doesn’t run as deep against the Shifari as it does the rest of your kind.”

“Perfect,” Allison said. “I need to attend to a matter with Allure first, but then we can depart for Drengrvollr as soon as Khaldun has taken care of my appearance.”

The meeting adjourned, and Allison left the castle with Allure. Once outside of Mira’s null, she pulled her carpet out of the void and they flew to the city. Allure told her where to find Augustine’s smithy.

Sure enough, the blacksmith was expecting them. Allure described the spike they would need, and he got to work.

“As big as my forearm?” Allison said to her as they watched his progress. “I could close my fist around the one we used on Myrddin’s demon.”

“Nyro is vastly more powerful,” Allure said. “Even using the special steel, we simply need more mass.”

Allison paid attention as Allure formed the spells the first time, weaving them into the steel. Allure repeated them several times as the blacksmith worked, and once she was sure she had it, Allison took over the spell work. Allure explained that the more layers of magic they could work into the metal, the better it would contain Nyro’s essence.

The process was taking longer than she’d anticipated, so Allison asked if Allure wouldn’t mind taking over again.

“No problem,” Allure said. She embraced her, kissing her on the cheek. “Good luck, Allison. Return to us safely.”

“I will,” she promised.

Leaving the smithy, she flew back to the castle. She found Khaldun by the army camp, consulting with Amari and Shatter. He excused himself and came over to meet her.

“I’m starting the troop transformations this morning,” he said with a sigh. “This is going to become quite tedious, I’m afraid.”

“The price you pay for your unique talent,” she told him with a grin.

“I suppose so,” he said. “Are you ready?”

“You’re sure you can change me back to my original appearance once we’ve defeated Nyro?” she said. “Taking this next step won’t make it impossible to undo my previous transformation?”

“I don’t see why it would,” he said, shaking his head.

“All right, let’s do it. Let’s find somewhere a little more discrete before I strip, shall we?”

“You can keep your armor on this time,” he said with a grin. “Skin color is one thing I’ve been able to change for years, so I have a lot more practice.”

“You don’t need to see what you’re working on?”

“I did in the beginning, but not anymore.”

Allison nodded. Gazing up at the sky, she felt Nyro’s demon and said, “Actually, it might be best to do this elsewhere anyway.” She didn’t know if changing her skin color would tip off Nyro to their plans or not, but it couldn’t hurt to play it safe.

Allison used the pyramid to create a portal to the university again, and once the two of them had moved through it, Khaldun got to work. Allison held out her hands, and he darkened them to a deep mahogany.

“How’s that?” he asked.

“Perfect.”

He worked his magic over her entire body. Allison pulled back her armor near her waist, confirming the transformation had included her unexposed skin. Khaldun made her eyes dark and turned her hair jet black.

“That should do it,” he said, looking her up and down. “Not much family resemblance to Imani, I’m afraid, but you could pass for a distant cousin, I’m sure.”

Allison chuckled. “Thank you for this. Let’s hope it helps.”

“Anytime, Your Highness.”

“Listen, I broached the topic of using Alanna for our trap with Jezebel last night,” she told him. “And she was more receptive than I would have thought. I don’t think she’s convinced yet—for that matter, I’m not sure I am. But we’ll both think about it more while I’m away. She might discuss the idea with Alanna, too, but I have no doubt she’ll be eager to play her part.”

“That’s excellent,” he said. “I worried what Jezebel’s reaction might be.”

Allison cast an illusion to return herself to her previous appearance. She could remove it once she reached Drengrvollr with Asmund. They returned to the castle, and Allison ran inside. Mira’s null removed her illusion spell, but she would recreate it when she left the null again. She hurried up to her chambers to bid her family farewell.

Jezebel was in the front room with Mira. They both embraced her and wished her luck, and Jezebel kissed her. “You have your mirror, right?”

Allison nodded. “I’ll keep you apprised of our progress, I promise.”

Alanna and Leda were awake, but still in bed. Allison sat on the edge of the mattress and told them that she was leaving for Drengrvollr.

“You’ll be gone a lot longer this time?” Leda asked.

“Yes, but there’s no way to know how long. No more than two weeks or so, and possibly much less.” She took a deep breath. “I want you two to promise me that you’ll stay inside the castle this time. It worked out in the end last time, but Nyro is the cleverest, most persistent mage who’s ever lived. She’s sure to try again, and there’s no telling what tactics she might attempt. Mira’s null provides the best possible protection.”

“I promise,” said Leda. “I only helped last time because she was so sad and pathetic I couldn’t bear it.”

“Hey,” Alanna said, smacking her arm. “I was never pathetic. Desperate, perhaps. But I promise I’ll behave. I have no desire to encounter Nyro again. Sigrid will have to do with visits in the courtyard.”

“Good,” Allison said with a smile. “I’ll return as soon as I can.”

She hugged them both tight, said farewell once more to Mira and Jezebel, and then headed out. Asmund was waiting for her in the great hall, so she collected him, and the two left the castle together. She cast her illusion spell again as they left Mira’s null.

Allison removed her sword, carpet, and the pyramid from the void. It would be dark in Drengrvollr now, so she opened a portal to the same location in the countryside she’d used last time. She felt herself becoming more fluent with portal magic, but it still took an immense amount of power. Once they’d stepped through it, she closed the gateway behind them, tucked the sword and pyramid back into the void, removed her illusion spell, and unfurled her carpet on the ground.

Once they’d taken their seats, she cast her spells and launched them high into the sky. Asmund screamed his head off, and Allison couldn’t help but giggle.


Chapter 18
Anguish


Once he’d finished making Allison appear Shifari, Khaldun got to work transforming the first regiment of soldiers. It was a group from Stoutwall and included the princedom’s elite units. Most of them were already large and muscular, both the men and the women. Khaldun’s job was to augment those physical attributes.

He still couldn’t do this kind of work sight unseen, but these soldiers didn’t seem troubled by public nudity. On the contrary, he was pretty sure he’d seen many of them joining in on the morning swims in the lake with Allison and her training partners.

When the first male soldier asked him to increase the size of his manhood as part of the transformation, Khaldun had to laugh. He knew he should have seen this coming. At first, he refused, saying this sort of thing wasn’t part of his assignment. Some of the nearby troops had overheard the request, though, and egged him on. Khaldun granted the soldier’s wish, and the others whistled and cheered.

One of the women asked him to make her breasts bigger, so he complied with that request as well. Before long, though, things were getting out of hand with soldiers requesting different eye, hair, and skin colors, in addition to enhanced genitalia. This was going to take forever, so he finally put his foot down, giving the remaining troops only the increased size and strength delineated by his initial orders.

It was still slow-going. In addition to changing their physique, he had to adjust their armor to match. He worked until sunset and had only transformed a few dozen soldiers. It was exhausting work, and yet at the rate he was going, he’d be hard-pressed to get through a single regiment by the time Nyro’s reinforcements arrived.

Khaldun called it quits for the day and met Mira in the great hall for dinner. Jezebel and the girls were sitting at the head table with Augustine and his family, so they sat with Allure, Battleaxe, Mist, and Sage, and he told them about his day. The others chuckled at some of the requests he’d received.

“Two cocks, huh?” Battleaxe said. “While that might be, ah, interesting in bed, I fail to see how it would help in battle.”

“Yes, well, I did refuse that particular request,” he said, shaking his head.

“I wonder if there are other things you could do with your shapeshifting we haven’t thought of yet,” Allure said, giving him a pensive look.

“Like what?” said Battleaxe. “Three tits?”

The others guffawed, but Allure said, “No… I was thinking along the lines of granting mages new powers.”

“You could turn all these ruffians into shapeshifters to lighten your workload,” Mira said with a grin.

“This ruffian is not changing anyone’s genitals for them,” Battleaxe said.

“You really are obsessed with genitals, aren’t you?” Sage said, giving her an appraising look.

“Can’t help it,” she said with a shrug. “I told you I haven’t been laid in a while.”

“No luck with Shatter, then?” Mist said with a knowing grin.

“Ah, no. I’ve all but raped him in the lake after our training sessions, and he hardly notices. I think it’s a lost cause.”

“To answer your question,” Khaldun said to Allure, talking over the others, “everything I’ve done so far is purely physical. I’m not sure if I can effect changes in someone’s magic. I’ll have to give it a try.”

“That’s a good idea,” Battleaxe said. “And if you can give someone more magic, then why not more intelligence? Or musical abilities? Maybe the sky’s the limit!”

“Could be,” Khaldun said with a shrug. “I’ll have to test this out at some point.”

“I’m free now,” Battleaxe said, getting to her feet.

Khaldun chuckled, heading out of the castle with her. Out on the grounds, he tried giving Battleaxe his shapeshifting ability or increasing her intelligence but had no sense of how to do any of it. Changing people physically was becoming easy, but anything beyond that seemed to be beyond reach.

They returned to the great hall, and after dinner, Allure asked Khaldun and Mira to come to her chambers with her. She showed them the spike she’d had forged that morning.

“This thing is massive,” Khaldun said, taking it from her. “And even heavier than I expected. We’ll have to have Shatter be the one to do the honors when the time comes.”

“Or Allison, for that matter,” Mira said, taking it from him and testing its weight before she handed it back to Allure.

“You should get a feel for it outside of the null,” Allure said to Khaldun as she placed it on her table. “I wove a ton of magic into it as it was forged, and the thing was pulsating with power when we were done.”

“It would have to be to contain Nyro,” Khaldun said.

“A thought occurred to me while we were making this,” Allure said. “Nyro will be able to read anyone who’s present when we set this trap for her.”

“Oh, shit,” Khaldun said. “I hadn’t considered that, but you’re right.”

“We might have to avoid telling Alanna too much,” Allure said. “If she ends up being involved, of course.”

“Yes, and limit the participants as much as possible,” Khaldun said. “We’ll need someone there as bait. And I cannot imagine making this work without Mira. Without her null, Nyro would have her full power available to her, and we wouldn’t stand a chance.”

“We should think this through a bit more,” Allure said. “Mira would have to extinguish her null at first to have any hope of drawing Nyro in. It would have to appear that Alanna is alone. Only once Nyro takes the bait should Mira expand her null.”

“And then what?” Mira asked.

“That’s a good question,” Khaldun said. “Normally, the spike must penetrate the person’s flesh while the demon is possessing them. But this is a very different situation.”

“It is,” Allure said, taking a deep breath. “Nyro isn’t merely possessing Estrid’s body—she has essentially become its life force. Her spirit can only leave when that body dies.”

“Meaning we’d need to impale her with the spike while she’s alive,” Khaldun said.

“Yes,” Allure replied. “And then kill the body to release her spirit into the spike. But that cannot happen inside the null.”

“But the moment I extinguish my null, Nyro regains her magic,” Mira pointed out. “And then we lose.”

“Maybe not,” said Allure. “Normally, the spike prevents someone from doing magic while it pierces their flesh.”

“All right,” Khaldun said, his brow furrowed in concentration. “So we draw Nyro into the castle, expand Mira’s null to take away her magic, impale Nyro with the spike, extinguish the null, and then kill the body. Right?”

“I’ll want to run this all by Shadow beforehand, but yes, I believe that’s how this will have to work. And we must make sure not to kill the body while the null is in effect. That would release Nyro’s spirit without trapping it in the spike.”

“Meaning she’d be free to start over with a new elvish body,” said Khaldun.

“We’re overlooking one important detail here,” Mira said. “Magic or no, Nyro won’t just stand there and let us impale her. My null won’t diminish her fighting skills in the slightest.”

“Yes, that is a problem,” Khaldun said with a nod.

“Luckily, we have time to work out the kinks,” Allure said. “In the meantime, we’ll have to train anyone who’s going to be involved to close their minds. And that may be impossible for Alanna at this point.”

“Why is that?” asked Mira.

“Her magic isn’t very strong yet,” Allure said. “On the other hand, communicating with her dragon does make use of sympathetic magic. I’ll have to work with her and see what I can do.”

“Failing that, we can keep Alanna in the dark,” Khaldun said. “I’m not sure how that would work, but we’ll figure it out.”

“What about me?” Mira asked Allure. “Do you think I can learn to close my mind?

“Yes, I believe so. Allison and I have been working on it, and we can both do it at will. And like Alanna, you’re using sympathetic magic every time you communicate with your dragon.”

“I should probably learn to do this as well,” Khaldun said. “However this works out, the three of us and Allison are likely to be the ones executing this mad plan of ours. And Shatter, perhaps, but he’s already immune to sympathetic magic.”

“Yes, so you two will be needing the lessons,” Allure said. “This may be the most difficult for you, Khaldun. You have no experience with sympathetic magic. We should start working on this as soon as possible.”

“Let’s start now,” Mira said. “If you’re free, of course,” she added to Allure.

“As it happens, I am,” she said.

“Why don’t you two get started?” Khaldun said. “I want to go speak with Jezebel for a moment.”

He went over to her chambers, but no one answered when he knocked. Going back to the great hall, he checked for them there, but they’d left. He heard a roar coming from the courtyard and figured he knew exactly where they’d be.

Sure enough, he found Alanna and Leda playing with Sigrid, and Jezebel sitting on a nearby bench. Khaldun sat down next to her.

“Do you have a moment?” he asked.

“Of course,” she said. “Is something wrong?”

“No, no, it’s not that,” he said. He explained what they’d discussed about Alanna’s potential role in their plans for Nyro. “If it’s all right with you, Allure will work with her on closing her mind to sympathetic magic. But in the meantime, it might be best not to discuss our plans with her.”

“Yes, that makes sense,” she said. “I want to think about this more before bringing it up with her anyway. And Allure is welcome to work with her. It would be good for Alanna to learn this regardless of our decision.”

“Perfect, thank you,” Khaldun said, getting to his feet. “I’ll let Allure know.”

He returned to his chambers, and Mira told him she could already close her mind.

“That fast?” he said. “I’m impressed. I was only gone a few minutes.”

“No, she could already do it,” Allure said. “She didn’t need my help.”

“I had no idea, but it must be from working with Magna, or my null, or the combination of the two,” Mira said.

“That’s great!” Khaldun said. “I have a feeling this isn’t going to come to me nearly as readily.”

“One way to find out,” Allure said. “Have a seat.” He sat down facing her. Allure closed her eyes, holding his head in her hands. “I’m reading you now. Can you feel it?”

“No,” he said with a frown. “Wait—yes, I think I can.”

“Good, now try to stop it. Push me out of your mind.”

Khaldun tried, but couldn’t do it. They spent a half hour on this, but it was no use. He had no feeling for how it was supposed to work. Mira and Allure both tried explaining how it felt when they did it, but it was no help. They decided to call it a night. Allure wished them a good night and returned to her chambers.

Khaldun rose early the next morning. He and Mira had breakfast together in the great hall, then he went out to the army camp to continue transforming the soldiers. This time, he made it clear from the outset that he would not be taking requests. And he found he was hitting his stride, getting through each transformation much quicker than he had the day before. He’d completed nearly a hundred by sunset.

He was heading back into the castle, intending to sit down for dinner in the great hall, when he sensed someone trying to contact him. Pulling out his mirror, it took him a moment to recognize the face staring out at him.

“Princess Jelena!” he said. He hadn’t heard from her since before the battle. Her children, Susan and James, had come to Stoutwall with Jezebel’s parents and taken refuge out in the countryside. “How are things in Rockport?” Part of the elvish fleet had landed there before proceeding to Spanbrook.

“It’s been fairly quiet since the enemy departed for your princedom,” she said. “They left a small occupying force here, large enough that we didn’t dare risk an attack. Something’s going on, though. We’ve noticed them bringing groups of our people—humans, that is—into their camp. None of my people have gone missing, and we haven’t recognized any of the prisoners. If they were coming from Rockport, I’d expect that one of us would have known at least some of them. But not a single one looked familiar.”

“So they must be bringing people there from elsewhere,” Khaldun said. “Did they look like soldiers?”

“Not that we could tell,” she replied. “We’ve tried to determine where they’re taking them, but they always disappear inside the camp, and then we lose track of them.”

“Disappear as if with an invisibility spell?”

“That’s what we believe,” she said. “My wizard, Roman, has tried locating any hidden structures and he had no luck until today. He’s no sorcerer, so of course, he can detect spells only as they’re being cast. But he heard noises coming from one of the fields just outside the city. He tried canceling invisibility and exposed part of a pen with dozens of people inside. The spell was much larger, but he lacked the power to cancel the entire thing. The part he did cancel reformed almost immediately.”

Khaldun thought back to Camilla’s report of human-sized armor being fabricated in Spanbrook and thought he finally understood. “Did he get a sense of how large the pen might be?”

“He says it was impossible to tell from the little section he saw. But there’s more. He felt an overwhelming sense of dread as he moved through that area—more than this discovery warranted. That’s a sign of wraiths in the area, isn’t it?”

“Yes, it is,” he said with a sigh. “Let me discuss this with Princess Jezebel. I’ll get back to you as soon as I can.”

“Thank you,” Jelena said before disappearing from the glass.

Khaldun found Jezebel in the great hall, having dinner with the girls. He pulled her aside to tell her about his conversation with Jelena.

“Wraiths in Rockport,” she said, shaking her head. “Well, it was only a matter of time before Nyro put them in play. She must be planning on using our own people against us.”

“That was my thought, too,” Khaldun said. “It would explain the armor in Spanbrook. What I don’t understand is how she can get them to fight against us.”

“Compliance spells?” she said.

“That would make the most sense. But she could have thousands of such people for all we know. Casting that sort of spell on so many would take time. And the spells would wear off after a while. It doesn’t seem too practical.”

“We should send someone to investigate further,” Jezebel said.

“I could leave immediately,” he said.

“No, no,” she said. “Depending on what you found there, this could take an extended period of time. We need you transforming the troops.”

“We do have several more sorcerers here. Augustine will want Shatter to remain, I’m sure, but we do have four from the university.”

“Yes, but I wouldn’t want to deplete our defenses too much,” Jezebel said. “Talk to Allure. See if she and Battleaxe would be willing to go. That would leave Sage, Mist, and Shatter here.”

Allure had returned to her chambers after dinner, sitting on her bed in the dark, hugging her knees to her chest. Though she’d been doing her best to hide it from everyone else, since Semblant’s death in the battle, she was barely hanging on. Her will to live was nearly depleted, and the only thing driving her now was an intense desire to see Nyro destroyed. She had nothing else to live for anymore.

Semblant was the love of her life. True, he’d never been the same since his resurrection fifteen years earlier. But their love for each other hadn’t changed. She knew facing Cyclone, Vision, or Intuit in battle would be tough. But fighting Semblant might rip her heart out.

A knock at the door startled her. Slipping out of the bed and igniting the oil lamp with a thought, she opened the door to find Khaldun standing there.

“Come in, please,” she said, flashing a smile she didn’t feel.

They sat down at her work table, and he told her about human prisoners in Rockport.

“I would prefer to investigate this further myself,” he said with a sigh, “but I must remain here to continue transforming the troops. Princess Jezebel wanted me to ask if you and Battleaxe could look into this for us.”

“It would be my pleasure,” Allure said. “I’ve been feeling rather useless since the battle.”

“You’re hardly useless,” he said. “Were it not for you, neither Allison nor I would have unleashed our latent talents.”

She was going to point out that Shadow was responsible for that, not she, but decided to let it go. Allure bade him goodnight and went to Battleaxe’s chambers. There was no answer, and she wasn’t in the great hall, so Allure was pretty sure she knew where to find her.

Leaving the castle, she took off on her carpet, flying to the tavern in the city. Sure enough, Battleaxe was there with Imani and Mist. It was loud—it seemed like more and more of the city’s residents were returning to the city, many of them frequenting the tavern. Allure asked Battleaxe to step outside with her, and explained Princess Jezebel’s request.

“Sounds like fun,” she said with that irrepressible enthusiasm of hers. “When do we leave?”

“I could leave now,” she said with a shrug.

“That works.”

Battleaxe went inside to let the other two know she was departing, then took off with Allure on her carpet. As they flew, Allure steeled herself against a possible encounter with Semblant. Nyro had deployed her wraiths, so there was no reason not to believe their lost sorcerers would be in Anoria now, too. Even with the two of them calling air, it still took half the night to reach Rockport.

Allure made them invisible as she took them in low over the elvish army camp. It was dark with scattered campfires providing the only light, so it was hard to tell for sure, but Allure estimated they had around a thousand soldiers here.

Flying east of the city, she sensed a powerful invisibility spell covering one of the fields. At the same time, a feeling of dread came over her, and she knew there were wraiths down there. Summoning her power, she canceled the invisibility spell and, at the same time, called a giant fireball high above them to illuminate the area.

Allure gasped. The spell had been hiding a massive pen holding thousands of people. They had a wraith at each corner to maintain the invisibility spell.

The wraiths started firing off indiscriminate spells, trying to find them, so Allure had to get them out of the way before she was able to get a full estimate of the headcount in the pen. Once she’d moved them to a safe range, she asked Battleaxe what she thought.

“I would guess roughly five thousand,” she said. “Nyro’s got twelve wraiths, though, right? So there could be additional pens.”

Allure circled the surrounding fields, and sure enough, they found two more pens, with wraiths stationed at each corner to maintain a giant invisibility spell.

“Fifteen thousand prisoners,” Battleaxe said with a tone of disbelief. “Using compliance spells on so many seems a little unrealistic.”

“That can’t be their plan,” Allure said. “Maintaining that many spells for any length of time would be impossible.”

“If we get Mist and Sage here, we could do the same thing we did on the way to Stoutwall,” Battleaxe said. “Drawing power from each other, we could tuck all three groups into the void and get them out of here.” They had taught Mist and Sage how to do this after the battle in Stoutwall.

“It’ll be tough with those wraiths working against us,” Allure said. “And I’m sure they’ve got mages in the camp, too. But we’ve got to make the attempt. I’ll contact Sage.”

Before she could produce her mirror, a blinding light appeared in the sky. Shielding her eyes, Allure could see it was a portal. Four carpets shot through the rift, and it closed behind them.

“Oh, shit,” said Battleaxe. “I bet I know who that was.”

Allure’s stomach clenched with dread. Witch fires sprung up all around the three pens and the wraiths canceled their invisibility spells. The four carpet riders touched down by the four corners of one of the pens. They were too high to see much in the way of details, but one of them was huge. It could only be Semblant. Allure’s throat burned and she had to wipe tears from her eyes.

As they watched, all the people in the pen disappeared, and Allure felt a wave of power wash over her. One of the newcomers had tucked the entire group into the void. They moved to the next pen and one of the others did the same with that group. Once they’d completed the spell with the third group, all four riders took off on their carpets, heading south before going invisible.

“Well, shit,” Battleaxe said. “How much do you want to bet they’re taking them to Spanbrook?”

“It would only make sense,” Allure said. “That’s where their army is camped. We’d better take a look.”

“I’ll update Jezebel on our progress,” Battleaxe said. “Should we ask her to send Sage and Mist?”

“Not yet,” Allure said. “It won’t take long to get to Spanbrook from here. Let’s appraise the situation when we arrive before we make a decision.”

With both of them calling air, they reached Spanbrook in very little time. The army camp and the surrounding area were illuminated by countless little fires. Nyro’s sorcerers had already arrived and released their captives from the void in three separate groups. Dozens of soldiers were standing guard around each while work crews constructed new pens for them.

“No need to bring Mist and Sage here,” Allure said. “It would be the four of us against all of their sorcerers and mages, plus the entire army.”

“Yeah,” Battleaxe said with a sigh. “Trying to tuck so many people into the void with such an overwhelming force bearing down on us isn’t my idea of a good time.”

The trouble was that they didn’t have enough sorcerers to tuck all of the prisoners into the void at once. It took one of them drawing power from three others to handle five thousand people that way. They’d have to repeat the process three times, like the enemy mages had. And the enemy wasn’t about to stand there and let them do it.

“Nyro tucked her entire army into the void on her own when they left Stoutwall,” Allure said. “Which means Allison may be able to do so with all the prisoners on her own.”

“Might be able to pull that off in a sneak attack,” Battleaxe said. “With the rest of us covering her.”

“We’ll have to discuss this with her when she returns,” Allure said.

Battleaxe checked in with Jezebel again, and the princess told her she’d spoken to Camilla. The witch reported that they’d moved the human armor from the forges in the city out to the army camp. They’d had their mages working spells on the entire lot around the clock for the last day and a half, but she couldn’t tell what kind of magic it was. She asked if Allure and Battleaxe could look into it.

Allure circled the camp, and they had no trouble spotting the ongoing project. There were several massive piles of armor, and even now more than a dozen mages were imbuing the equipment with magic.

Making sure they were invisible, Allure flew them directly over one of the piles of completed armor. She took them in lower, hovering directly over the top of the heap, and Battleaxe grabbed a breastplate.

Allure took them higher, and Battleaxe said, “Oh, damn.” Her heart sank when the sorcerer told her what the magic was.

Something hit them—a spell of some sort—and their carpet dropped like a stone. Someone had canceled all of her air spells. Allure restored them before they lost too much altitude, and she spotted another carpet swooping toward them in the light of the fires below. Her heart nearly stopped when she spotted the massive rider, and she froze up, unable to hit him with any spells.

Luckily, Battleaxe had spotted Semblant, too, and fired off a barrage of spells to unravel the magic keeping his carpet aloft. Allure launched them toward Stoutwall with all the power she possessed. She’d known it was only a matter of time before she’d encounter him, and she’d steeled herself against it, but she was still overcome with sorrow. The love of her life a slave to their mortal enemy… This was more than she could bear.

It was light out by the time they’d reached Stoutwall, and Allure went into the castle to find Jezebel. She wasn’t in the great hall, so she went upstairs and found her in her chambers.

“This is from Spanbrook?” Jezebel asked when Allure handed her the breastplate Battleaxe had swiped.

“Yes, Your Highness,” Allure said. “They’re imbuing the metal with compliance spells. It will force anyone wearing it to obey whatever orders Nyro’s commanders give them.”

“So the armor is casting a spell over its wearer?” she asked incredulously. “I’ve never heard of such a thing.”

“Neither have we,” Allure said. “You can’t see it inside Mira’s null, but the magic gives the metal an iridescent sheen, much like the armor our troops wear to repel magic. It must have taken Nyro ages to come up with this. But using it, she’ll add fifteen thousand of our own people to her numbers. Undoubtedly she’ll put them on the front lines, sacrificing them and fatiguing our troops before they face her main force.”

“It doesn’t seem like these prisoners are even soldiers,” Jezebel said. “Common citizens from the conquered princedoms, most likely. They don’t stand a chance against trained soldiers.”

“Having to kill their own people is sure to demoralize the troops, too,” Allure said with a sigh. She also told her about the possibility of Allison rescuing those people.

“That gives me hope,” Jezebel said with a smile. “I don’t want to interrupt her with this now, but I’ll discuss it with her as soon as she returns. Thank you,” she added, squeezing Allure’s hand.


Chapter 19
Resistance Leaders


Making them invisible, Allison flew to Krokr, hovering high above the city. Thankfully, Asmund had stopped screaming.

“Where will we find the local leader?” she asked.

“I’ll have to contact him,” Asmund said. “Not even I know where he resides, and we never meet in the same place twice. Could we land somewhere?”

Allison flew to the same rooftop where they’d met. Asmund got to his feet, moving away from the carpet, doubled over, and vomited. Allison grimaced.

“My apologies,” he said. “At my age, my stomach can barely tolerate a boat ride on a calm lake, never mind a magic carpet ride.”

He pulled out his mirror, and after a few moments, started speaking to someone in elvish. Allison summoned Shadow, instructing her to remain invisible. “Do you understand elvish?”

“I do. Would you like me to translate?”

“Not yet. Just listen, and once he tells me what’s being said, let me know if he’s telling the truth.”

Asmund’s conversation stopped, but he continued staring into the mirror. A minute later, Allison heard a different voice, and Asmund and the newcomer spoke briefly. Finally, he put the mirror away and said, “The local leader, Erling, will meet us now. We’ll need to fly to a farm east of the city.”

“All right,” Allison said.

“He spoke to someone else first. A lackey, by the sounds of it. And he didn’t tell Erling that he was bringing anyone else to the meeting. So your presence is sure to be a surprise. Otherwise, he told the truth.”

“Perhaps we could go a little slower this time,” Asmund said as they took their seats on the carpet. “Erling will be traveling over land, so there’s no hurry.”

Allison chuckled. “I’ll make it as smooth as I can.”

They lifted off and she headed east. The landscape was awash in moonlight, so Asmund had no trouble navigating. Fifteen minutes later, they landed on a farm. The place seemed deserted, and Allison sensed no magic nearby.

“That flight was much more agreeable,” Asmund said as they got to their feet. “Thank you.”

Allison rolled up her carpet and tucked it into the void, and he said, “This way.”

He led her into an old, stone granary with a couple of sections of its wall missing. Allison asked Shadow to keep a lookout outside and warn her if anyone approached. She called a small flame to provide some light.

“Erling is younger than me, but still quite advanced in age,” Asmund told her. “He does not speak your tongue, but I will translate for you.”

After several minutes, Shadow told Allison that a lone elf was approaching on horseback. Powerfully magical. There was a dirt road leading to the farm, and he was leaving that, making his way across the field toward them.

“I think he’s here,” Allison said to Asmund.

“How can you tell?” he asked, narrowing his eyes.

“I have my ways.”

Allison heard noises outside, and Shadow let her know that Erling had arrived and was dismounting his horse. The elf walked into the granary moments later. He stopped short when he spotted them, and he and Asmund exchanged heated words for a moment.

“Erling demanded that Asmund identify you. He’s upset that Asmund didn’t warn him to expect a third party and says he wouldn’t have come if he knew there would be a human present. Asmund told him that’s why he didn’t warn him.”

“Erling welcomes you to Drengrvollr,” Asmund said to Allison.

“He said nothing of the sort,” Shadow told her. Allison smiled and nodded to Erling anyway.

The two elves spoke for a few more minutes. Finally, Asmund said, “Erling agrees that we should send as many mages as we can to aid Anoria in your fight against Nyro. She has a stranglehold on our people here, and we have no way to break free. Joining forces with your army, however, we can help defeat her, and that may be the only way to retake our own kingdoms.

“The trouble is that he doesn’t know how many mages we have left. Only a handful remain in Krokr. He will speak to the director of the movement’s Drengrvollr territory and see if they would be willing to meet with us. It may take him a day or two to receive a response, but he will notify me once he does.”

“Everything he said is true. But Erling also cursed him for bringing you here. He said the territorial director may not agree to his bringing a human along. So, you may need to wait elsewhere while Asmund speaks to them. Asmund told him he would only agree to that if there was no other way.”

“Excellent, please thank him for me,” Allison said.

Erling left the granary and rode away on his horse. Allison and Asmund took to the air on her carpet, and she said, “Where do we go from here?”

“Are you hungry?” he asked.

“I could eat.”

“Take us back to the city.”

Allison took her time, and he directed her to a small home in Krokr’s northwestern outskirts. They were invisible, and Asmund had agreed it would be best for no one in the city to see her. A couple was strolling up the road in front of the house, so Allison waited until they were out of sight before landing.

“Welcome to my humble abode,” Asmund said. “My domestic assistant will cook for us. I trust her, but it might be best for her to believe you are an elf.” Allison cast an illusion to make herself look like a native and removed their invisibility spell. “That should do nicely.”

“How do we get around my inability to speak the language?”

“I’ll tell her you’re a mute,” he said. “Come on.”

Allison tucked her carpet into the void and followed him inside. It was a two-story brick structure, small but cozy. Asmund led her into the kitchen, speaking to the elvish woman they found there. Shadow told her that he’d introduced her, so Allison smiled and nodded. She sat down at the table with Asmund and the woman got to work cooking them a meal.

Delicious aromas filled the small space, and Allison’s stomach started rumbling. The woman served the food, and Allison believed it was some sort of fish. She tried a bite and thought the sauce might burn a hole in her mouth. It was delicious, though. She had to eat slowly and drink a lot of water, but she finished her plate.

Asmund’s assistant departed once she’d cleaned up after them, so they were able to speak freely, and Allison dropped her illusion spell. They chatted for a while about the local cuisine, and then Asmund suggested they retire for the night. It was the middle of the day as far as her body was concerned, and Allison wasn’t tired, but neither did she know when she’d get the opportunity to sleep again. Asmund led her upstairs to the guest bedroom, and she lay in the bed to rest. She sent Shadow to keep an eye on the surrounding area and alert her if anyone suspicious approached the house.

Pulling out her mirror, Allison contacted Jezebel and spent a few minutes updating her on her progress so far. It didn’t sound like anything new was going on back in Stoutwall.

Allison dozed off eventually and had slept a few hours by sunrise the next morning. She headed down to the kitchen to find Asmund sitting at the table, and his assistant cooking for them again.

She would have enjoyed a tour of this ancient city, but Asmund advised against it. The place was crawling with Nyro’s mages and soldiers, and it was too great a risk that one of them would realize Allison wasn’t what she appeared to be.

So they waited in the house. Asmund had a small library, and Allison perused some of the books for a while, but they were all in elvish. Sitting around like this felt so strange—there was always something that needed doing back in Stoutwall. But there was nothing they could do until Asmund heard from Erling.

The elf finally made contact that afternoon. He told Asmund that the territorial director would meet them in the mountains at the northern end of Drengrvollr, near the border with Askaheimr. They lived in that region and would be using the home of an adviser for their meeting.

Asmund unrolled a map of the continent on the kitchen table and pointed out the approximate location of their destination. Allison sent Shadow to have a look. She wanted to traverse most of the distance by portal, then fly the rest of the way on her carpet. Their contact was sure to wonder how they’d managed to get there from Krokr so quickly, which could be problematic, but Asmund assured her it would be good to let the director wonder. He wouldn’t reveal her secret, and they would let the director believe Allison possessed unknown powers.

Between the map and Shadow’s scouting efforts, Allison was able to use the pyramid to open a portal to a location in the foothills. She walked through it with Asmund, closing it behind her, and then they took off on her carpet. Allison sent Shadow ahead to help her navigate. For the next couple of hours, they drew closer and closer to the mountains.

Before long, Allison spotted a large, wooden structure nestled on a saddle point between two peaks, just above the tree line. As they moved closer, she could sense a shield spell protecting the place. She landed outside the boundary, on the trail leading up to the house.

They got to their feet and she tucked the carpet into the void. She sent Shadow into the building to give her a better idea of who or what was waiting for them. Shadow reported the presence of three elf mages—two males and a female—a half dozen guards, and several others who appeared to be household staff.

Allison walked up to the edge of the protective spell with Asmund, and they waited. A few minutes later, two enormous elvish guards approached and spoke to Asmund. One of them spoke to someone by mirror, and the protective spell disappeared. They followed the guards up the trail, and the shield magic reformed.

Wooden terraces and porches surrounded the house, and the guards led them up one of the porches to the entrance. Inside, they found the two mages waiting for them. Asmund spoke to them for a moment, and they invited them to sit down in a room with an enormous fireplace and a beautiful view of the surrounding mountains.

Asmund spoke with the mages further, and Allison waited patiently. Finally, he said, “The female is the territorial director, and the male is her second in command. They tell me that they support a temporary alliance with your people for the purpose of defeating Nyro. The resistance movement in Drengrvollr currently includes roughly thirty mages. They believe Mestrland has a similar number, perhaps a few more. Ellrivollr’s mages were the first to suspect Nyro was not who she appeared to be, provided more resistance, and saw their people culled in greater numbers, so they probably have somewhat fewer mages. Askaheimr and Snaerverold have much smaller populations to begin with, so the resistance in those kingdoms might have a handful of mages each.

“However, they have heard that Nyro has imprisoned many mages in a fortress in Snaerverold. How many, they cannot say. Perhaps hundreds. Nor do they know the location of this fortress. They’ll need to contact the other directors to ascertain their willingness to send aid.”

“He’s telling the truth,” Shadow told Allison. “But the director, whose name is Gyda, did ask how you were able to travel here so quickly. Asmund hinted that you were responsible for that, but didn’t explain how you did it.”

“How soon can they contact the other directors?” Allison asked.

“I will reach out to them by mirror as soon as we are done here,” Gyda said.

“You speak the common tongue?” Allison said.

“Not so common for my people, but yes,” she said. “One of my advisers lives here. His people are preparing a feast for us now. You and Asmund are welcome to wait for us in the dining room, and we will join you once we have reached the others.”

As if on cue, one of the household staff appeared by the doorway. Allison and Asmund followed her to a spacious dining room with cathedral ceilings.

“That went better than I could have hoped,” Asmund said as they took their seats.

“If we can find and liberate the mages Nyro captured, this could make a big difference in the war,” Allison said.

The staff poured wine for them, and Allison and Asmund drank and talked while they waited for the others. Dinner was served, and moments later, Gyda and her lieutenant joined them.

“My counterpart in Mestrland refuses to take part in your war,” Gyda told them. “She does not trust the humans and believes if we can liberate the mages being held in Snaerverold, we should have enough aid without her.

“The director in Ellrivollr does not believe we will succeed and is not willing to sacrifice his few remaining mages to our cause,” she continued with a sigh. “Askaheimr is not willing to part with the few mages they have, and I have not been able to reach anyone in Snaerverold.”

“Should that concern us?” Asmund asked.

“I don’t think so,” Gyda said. “The director there tends to be reclusive. I’m sure we’ll make contact eventually, but it typically takes a couple of days.”

Allison enjoyed the food and the wine. Thankfully, the fare wasn’t as spicy as what Asmund had served. The wine was strong, and she felt it going to her head.

Once they’d finished eating, Gyda asked Allison how she and Asmund had reached them so quickly. She didn’t see how it could hurt, so she pulled the pyramid out of the void, holding it in her palm to show them.

“I’ve heard of these, but I’ve never seen one,” Gyda said. “My understanding is that when our mages came to your people’s aid against Nyro in ancient times, she used an artifact like this to evade them at first. They found a way to prevent the portal magic from working. It was the only reason they were able to keep her from escaping the final battle.”

“That must be where Nyro got the idea,” Allison said pensively. She explained how she’d woven spells into the protective barrier around her island that prevented anyone else’s portal magic from penetrating it.

“Do you know where the pyramids came from?” Gyda asked. “I do not believe Nyro created them, but neither have I ever learned of their origins.”

“I’ve always assumed she took them from the elves,” Allison said.

“I don’t believe so,” Gyda replied. “The only time I’ve ever heard of them being used was in the battle with Nyro.” Allison had never given this much thought. She’d have to ask Sage about it when she returned to Stoutwall—if anyone knew their history, she would. “My mentor told me Nyro used a pyramid to bring monsters from other realms to fight against our people in the war.”

Allison knew the pyramid could be used to access the spirit realm. And Khaldun had encountered a group of monks who tried to use it to release one of their “gods” from some other place. So it didn’t come as much of a surprise that Nyro would have used it that way. They’d have to remain vigilant—she could do it again in the coming battle. “Your mentor participated in the ancient war with Nyro?” she asked.

“Yes. He helped cast the spells that incarcerated Nyro and her Sacred Circle in the land of Pytha. And he was one of the last surviving mages from that era before Nyro assassinated him during her recent rise to power.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Allison said. “Did he teach you the magic they used to imprison her?”

“No, I’m afraid not,” she said with a sigh. “I believe he intended to eventually, but never had the chance. The mages who contained Nyro in Pytha were the most powerful among us. Much knowledge was lost when she assassinated them and their protégés. None of our surviving mages have matched their prowess.”

“That’s a shame,” Allison said. She’d wondered about this—it was clear none of the elvish mages they’d faced in battle possessed that kind of power. “Given the other directors’ unwillingness to send aid, I’m surprised you were so agreeable.”

“The Drengrvollri have always been the most warlike of our people,” Gyda said. “In old times, we were the ones who conquered the rest of the continent. Masquerading as Estrid, Nyro tapped into that tradition to launch her own conquest of the other kingdoms. And now, those of us who remain free want revenge, no matter the cost.”

“I’ll drink to that,” Allison said, raising her glass. The others clinked their glasses with hers, and she finished her wine.

She sat up late with Asmund and Gyda, and the two elves shared stories about Drengrvollr’s glory days. Allison liked these two. She could read them and knew Gyda was being honest with her. If they ever managed to defeat Nyro and restore peace in Anoria, she’d love to return here with Jezebel one day and learn more about their history and culture.

Gyda tried reaching someone in Snaerverold again the next day with no luck. Allison had checked in with Jezebel the previous night to let her know how it was going. And she spoke with her and the girls a couple of times that day. Two more days went by before Gyda finally reached someone. It was one of the director’s advisers, not the director himself, but he spoke on his behalf and arranged a time and place for them to meet. He started out trying to arrange for something in a few weeks’ time, but Gyda told him they could be there as soon as that same day. They settled on the following morning.

Gyda told them it would be best for her to travel with Allison and Asmund on her own. For one thing, she didn’t want to expose her lieutenant to any of the other directors. If anything were to happen to her, he would take over in Drengrvollr. But moreover, Snaerverold was cold, snowy, and inhospitable. She saw no reason to subject her guards to such conditions.

Before bed, Allison spoke with Jezebel by mirror and let her know the plan. Early the next morning, she sat down at the table with Gyda, and one of the staff brought them a map. She needed some sense of where they were going, so Gyda pointed out their approximate destination. Like last time, Allison sent Shadow to get a look at the area.

The household staff provided the two elves with heavy furs. Allison wouldn’t need any. Once they were ready, the three of them went out on the terrace, and Allison opened a portal to Snaerverold.

The moment the gateway opened, a blast of icy wind nearly knocked them off their feet. Allison called fire to heat up her armor and pushed her way through the portal, Asmund and Gyda right behind her. Closing the gateway, Allison retrieved her helmet and facemask from their pockets, donned those, and heated them as well.

The wind was far too strong to allow for a carpet flight, so they trudged across the snowy landscape on foot. Allison had chosen a location very close to the meeting point. It was unlikely that anyone would see their arrival through the blowing snow.

They spent a minute struggling against the gale before Allison finally cast a spell to repel wind—the same one used for carpet flights. Despite their proximity, it still took them twenty minutes to reach their destination, toiling through the snow the entire time.

The structure they were seeking didn’t become visible until they were almost on top of it. It was squat and semi-spherical and appeared to be constructed from blocks of snow or ice. The whole thing was glowing as if there were a fire inside. There was a hatchway leading to the interior, and Allison followed Gyda and Asmund inside.

They found a lone figure sitting across from them, with a roaring fire in the middle. He spoke to the other two in elvish for a moment.

“This is Einar,” Asmund told Allison. “He is the director of the resistance movement in Snaerverold. We’ve explained the situation, and he says he doesn’t have any mages he could send to Anoria. However, he is willing to tell us where to find Nyro’s ice fortress. He says the last he knew, she was keeping over three hundred mages there.”

“That was an accurate and complete translation,” Shadow told her.

“Three hundred?” Allison repeated out loud. “I won’t be able to get that many through the portal.” She could keep one open for only a few seconds. Maybe eight to ten people could pass through at once? She could open additional ones, but portal magic took an enormous amount of power. After opening a few in a row, she’d need time to replenish herself before she could open any more.

“There may not be that many left,” Asmund said. “His information is at least a year old. And Nyro’s had her people torturing the captives.”

“We’ll have to go there and see for ourselves,” Gyda said. “He’s provided the location, so we can proceed there immediately.”

Once Gyda had explained where to find the ice fortress, the three of them bade their host farewell and went outside. After the calm and quiet inside the dome, the conditions outside were an assault on Allison’s senses. She cast her air spell to shield them from the wind again, and sent Shadow to stake out their next destination.

The demon had no trouble finding the fortress, standing like daggers of ice on a bluff high above the sea. She wanted to get a look at the place with her own eyes, so they’d have to travel to a nearby plateau first, then figure out a way inside.

Summoning her power, Allison opened a portal to the plateau. They walked through, and she closed it behind them, tucking the pyramid into the void. The wind here was fiercer and colder than it had been outside Einar’s dwelling, and Allison had to reinforce her protective spell.

It was daytime, but the blowing snow and cloud cover were so thick, it seemed like dusk. The ice fortress loomed out of the darkness like a giant’s icy crown. Allison didn’t see any obvious way inside. She sent Shadow ahead to scout the structure and its surroundings, and they waited for her report.


Chapter 20
Ice Fortress


“The fortress itself is heavily fortified. Walls of stone covered with several feet of ice. Two sets of gates that appear to be frozen shut under many layers of ice. There is a postern gate but it is buried under a dozen feet of solid ice. The windows have thick steel bars embedded in the stone. If Nyro ever comes here, she must use her pyramid to open a portal, because there is no physical way inside.”

Allison told Gyda and Asmund what Shadow had reported.

“This fortress looks like something the ancient Drengrvollri would have built,” Gyda said. “My guess is that it sat here abandoned for centuries. Nyro has probably only ever accessed it using her pyramid.”

“There is a holding cell in the undercroft and that’s where they’re keeping the mages,” Shadow continued. “Only thirty-six remain alive, many of those on death’s doorstep.”

“Thirty-six out of three hundred?”

“That estimate may have been exaggerated. There are many dead mages in there, too, but no more than a hundred or so.”

“What about guards?”

“This is where it gets interesting. There are beasts that I would have to describe as snow trolls.”

“Snow trolls?” Allison repeated.

“Giant, human-shaped creatures, taller even than the elves, but much bulkier. Like Shatter, but with lots of flab and fur.”

“Wonderful. How many?”

“A dozen total.”

“So we’ll have to open a portal in the undercroft, kill or incapacitate the guards, then free the mages and take them back to Stoutwall.”

“It may not be that simple. The holding cell is inside a protective barrier, like the one at the university and Nyro’s island castle.”

“Ah. So if she’s used the spells to stop portal magic, we’ll have to hope one of the guards knows the spell to get inside.”

“I can’t tell if she’s added preventative spells to the barrier. You’ll have to try using the pyramid and see what happens.”

“She might not have—I can’t imagine she expected us to come here. This may be much simpler if that’s the case. It would save us from having to fight the snow trolls.”

“I’m afraid not. Four of them are inside the barrier. And it looks like they’ve been feeding on the dead mages. There are many piles of bones.”

“How lovely.” Allison gave Gyda and Asmund the news. “Could Nyro have brought the snow trolls here from one of the other realms using the pyramid?”

“No, they’re native to Snaerverold,” she said with a grin. “I’ve never encountered one before, though.”

“I wonder why Nyro hasn’t taken them into battle,” Allison said.

“She might have tried, but they can’t survive anywhere warmer,” Gyda told her.

Allison sent Shadow back inside the fortress to the holding cell. Viewing the area from her perspective, she could open a portal directly into the chamber, they could take out the four guards, and hope the others didn’t know the spell to get inside.

Allison thought of letting Jezebel know what they were about to do—it would be good to give those in Stoutwall at least some warning that a bunch of elf mages were about to appear on the grounds. But there was no way she’d be able to hear her over the roaring of the wind, so she didn’t bother.

Withdrawing the pyramid and her sword from the void, Allison summoned her full power and opened the portal. She had no trouble getting through the protective barrier. The three of them hurried through it and she closed it behind her, tucking the pyramid into the void. Their sudden appearance seemed to startle mages and guards alike, but in the case of the guards, it lasted only a moment. They roared in unison and converged on their position.

Allison stepped into the first one’s advance, using her sword to remove his head. Blood sprayed everywhere as the corpse hit the stone floor. Another rushed her and she called fire, incinerating it from within. The monster screamed until the flames abruptly cut off the sound. She turned to see that Asmund and Gyda had taken out the other two guards.

The rest of the guards stood outside the barrier, roaring at them, but unable to get inside. It didn’t seem like these beasts possessed any magic, much less the spell to get through the barrier. Asmund and Gyda spoke to the captive mages. Shadow told Allison that they were letting them know what was happening, and that they’d be taking them to the human continent. And that fighting alongside the humans against Nyro was the one condition being placed upon their liberation. None of them objected.

By the look of them, they were all close to death. Mostly, it didn’t appear they’d eaten in a long time, or at least not enough to sustain them. Hopefully they could rectify that in short order once they got to Stoutwall.

Gyda told her they were ready. Asmund volunteered to go through the portal with the first group to let anyone on the other side know what was happening. None of these mages spoke the common tongue, so without Asmund, it was possible the castle guards would think this was an invasion.

Summoning her power, Allison created a portal back to Stoutwall. Asmund made it through with eight of the mages before she had to close it again. They repeated the process thrice more, and Allison had to close the portal a little sooner each time.

“This is taking more out of me than I thought,” she said after getting only four mages through her last portal. “I don’t know if I can open another one.” Twelve mages remained, plus Gyda and her.

“Rest for a minute,” Gyda said. “The guards don’t seem able to penetrate the barrier, so we have time.”

Allison nodded, taking a few deep breaths. Finally, she tried opening another portal, but it was no use. She needed more recovery time.

“Can you draw power from these other mages the way you’ve done to tuck armies into the void?” Shadow asked.

“That’s a good idea.” Allison told Gyda what she was planning, and she relayed the message to the others. Calling on their collective power, Allison opened another portal, and they managed to get eight of the twelve mages through before she had to close it. Allison collapsed, exhausted from the effort. “I don’t think I can do that again. We’re going to have to wait.”

Gyda helped her sit up against the wall. She should let Jezebel know what was happening, so she pulled her mirror out of its pocket. But at that moment, she felt a massive wave of power wash over her. A portal opened outside the barrier and Nyro walked through it.

“Oh, shit,” Allison muttered, struggling to her feet. One of the guards must have alerted her.

“So you’ve found my hidden fortress,” Nyro said with a mocking smile. “And transported most of the remaining mages to Stoutwall. Clever girl.” Allison hadn’t thought to close her mind, so she did it then. “Opening portals is grueling work, isn’t it? Well, no matter. These fools refused to serve me, and I’ve long since extracted any useful information out of them. I left them here to die, with the understanding that I’d liberate any of them who agreed to enter my service. Shocking that not a single one of them took me up on my offer.”

Allison tried summoning her power, expecting it to be futile, but discovering that she could wield the basic forces without any trouble—only the magical force was depleted. She tried hitting Nyro with a fire spell, but only portal magic could get through the barrier.

Nyro chuckled. “No, that won’t work. This unexpected visit has been pleasant, but I have other matters demanding my attention. Farewell, Princess.” She held out both arms, and Allison felt the stone floor starting to shake. Nyro had triggered an earthquake.

Allison sent Shadow after her, and the demon hit Nyro with fire and lightning spells. It was a wasted effort, though. Opening another portal, Nyro rushed through it, closing it behind her.

The snow trolls fled, disappearing up the stairs. Allison tried opening a portal again as the quaking grew stronger, but even drawing power from the others, she couldn’t manage it yet. A section of the opposite wall by the stairway collapsed, opening the undercroft to the elements. One of the elf mages screamed, but the sound of the roaring wind drowned him out almost immediately. The barrier spell kept the weather out, but not the sound.

Allison tried again and again to open a portal, summoning every ounce of her power, but it wasn’t enough. Her ability to harness the magical force was completely spent. The tremors continued, and the floor outside the barrier disappeared, exposing the abyss below. And a moment later, their chamber broke free and plummeted into the chasm.

Khaldun and Mira joined Jezebel and the girls for breakfast in the great hall, and the princess told them about Allure and Battleaxe’s trip to Spanbrook.

“That’s incredible,” Khaldun said when she was done. “Nyro found a way to imbue armor with magic that subjects its wearer to a compliance spell?”

“So it seems,” she said with a shrug.

“That does explain a lot,” Mira said. “Nyro could force those people to fight for her. How awful!”

“I’d like to get a look at that armor if you don’t mind,” Khaldun said.

“Of course,” Jezebel said. “I have it in my chambers—come up with me after we’re done here.”

Khaldun nodded. “I do hope Allison can rescue those people.” He had to agree with Allure that the logistics of that situation would not work out otherwise. With anyone but Allison, it would simply take too much time.

Khaldun went up to Jezebel’s chambers with her after breakfast, and she gave him the breastplate Allure had brought back from Spanbrook. He left the castle with it, and the moment he left Mira’s null, he felt its magic spring to life. Spending a few minutes examining the spells, he was sure Allure was right. He had to give Nyro credit—she might be evil, but this was some highly complex and clever magic. Khaldun was sure it never would have occurred to him to even attempt such a thing. Not that he could pull it off if it had.

Once he’d returned the armor to Jezebel, Khaldun headed out to the army camp to begin the day’s transformations. This was the most tedious and exhausting task he’d ever undertaken. And he seemed to have reached a plateau after that first day. Despite working as fast as he could, he only managed to complete the magic with just over one hundred soldiers.

Khaldun and Mira sat with Imani, Battleaxe, and Mist at dinner that night, and Allure joined them halfway through their meal. Battleaxe told him they were heading into the city to hit the tavern after dinner, and invited Khaldun and Allure to join them. Khaldun felt bad that Mira could never go due to the need for her null. But he was also feeling wiped out from all the work, so he declined. Allure agreed to go, though, which was unusual. He hoped that meant she was starting to feel better.

Mira and Khaldun retired to their chambers, deciding to go to bed early. They made love for a while first, and then Khaldun drifted off to sleep. After what felt like only a few minutes, he started awake. He didn’t know what had woken him until he realized someone was knocking. Answering the door, he found Battleaxe standing there. He was about to move into the corridor to talk to her when Mira sat up and invited the sorcerer inside.

“Sorry to disturb you,” Battleaxe said once Khaldun had closed the door behind her. “I was wondering if the two of you might be willing to talk to Allure.”

“Why, what’s wrong?” Khaldun asked.

“She, ah, had quite a lot to drink. And she’s pretty small and doesn’t drink often, so, you know how that goes.”

“Oh, no, is she ill?” Mira asked.

“She was, but that’s not our real concern. I think she’s still extremely upset about Semblant. And it, ah, might be my fault, but she kind of lost it at the tavern. Started lighting things on fire, saying that Nyro’s going to burn down the whole continent anyway, so she might as well get it started for her…”

“Wait, how is this your fault?” Khaldun asked.

“I’m the one who’s been harassing her to go to the tavern with us, and after the other night, I should have known better,” Battleaxe said, and he realized she was tearing up. He’d never seen her cry before. “She had to fight Semblant, for fuck’s sake. I should have known better than to let her drink. Nobody would be in their right mind after something like that.”

“It’s not your fault,” Mira said, sliding out of bed and gripping Battleaxe’s arm. “Allure’s been through a lot—we all have. You were only trying to help her get through it.”

“Where is Allure now?” Khaldun asked.

“In her chambers,” she said. “Mist is sitting with her. She’s stopped trying to burn things down, at least. But Mist and I are out of our depth, and let’s just say all the alcohol isn’t helping matters.”

“We’d be happy to help,” Mira said.

Khaldun and Mira went over to Allure’s chambers with Battleaxe. Mist’s relief was palpable. Khaldun suggested that the other two sorcerers go sleep it off, and he and Mira sat down with Allure at her table.

“I’m sorry they woke you up,” she said with a belch. “Honestly, I’ll be all right. I feel so foolish.”

“Facing Semblant could not have been easy,” Mira said. “You can’t blame yourself—anyone would be struggling after that.”

Allure burst into tears, and Mira slid her chair closer and hugged her.

“I still c-can’t believe he’s gone,” she said with a hiccup. “In my mind, I always imagined we’d grow old together. Never did I think I’d have to live without him.” She sobbed, and Mira rubbed her back. “I thought about summoning him after he died. But I decided against it. He deserves his peace, and I have to learn to let him go. Bringing him back as a demon would never be the same.”

“Losing someone like that is never easy,” Khaldun said. “I still remember how much it hurt when I lost Nomad. It was devastating. He was like a father to me, and I never thought he’d die so young. It took me a few years to accept that. I still miss him to this day, but the grief has diminished over the years. You will feel better in time.”

Allure cried quietly for a few moments before saying, “I miss him so much. Gods, I hate Nyro for doing this to me.” She broke down sobbing again, and Mira held her tight.

Allure calmed down after a few minutes, and sitting up in her chair, met Khaldun’s gaze with an odd expression on her face. She started to say something but then shook her head.

“What is it?” he asked.

“It’s… nothing. Too much to ask. I couldn’t.”

“We’ll do whatever we can to help,” Mira said. “Please. What do you need?”

Allure giggled nervously, then started crying again. “I just… Khaldun’s a shapeshifter now. After the other night, I would give anything to be with Semblant one last time…”

Khaldun’s eyes went wide, and he shot Mira a pleading look. “I don’t think I could⁠—”

“I’m not asking you to sleep with me,” Allure said. “Just hold me.”

Khaldun was about to refuse, but Mira said, “Yes, of course he can do that.”

He didn’t want to be unfaithful to Mira, despite what she said. “I’m not sure I’m comfortable⁠—”

“It’s all right,” Allure said. “It was selfish of me to ask.”

“Give us a moment,” Mira said, getting to her feet. She took Khaldun by the hand and led him out of the room, closing the door behind her. “The first few nights after I returned to Blacksand when my father and brother died, were some of the darkest of my entire life. I would have given anything to hold you once more. You can do this for her.”

“I don’t want to violate your trust,” he said, caressing her cheek with one hand. “I’ve never been disloyal and I’m not about to start now.”

“I appreciate that, but you won’t be. She’ll be holding Semblant, not you. And I trust you. Please, she’s one of our dearest friends and she needs this.”

Khaldun nodded. “All right. I’ll need to go outside to transform.”

Mira went back into Allure’s room, and Khaldun headed out to the grounds. He’d known Semblant well and had no trouble taking on his appearance. Going back inside the castle, he checked his reflection in one of the windows and was satisfied with what he saw.

Running back up to Allure’s chambers, he found Mira lying with her in the bed, leaning against the headboard. Lifting her gaze, Allure got a look at him and sobbed, holding out both arms. Khaldun slid into the bed next to her and held her tight. Mira left them alone, and Allure sobbed into his chest for several minutes, squeezing his arms with both hands. Khaldun said nothing, just lying there and rubbing her back.

Allure calmed down eventually, and after crying softly for several more minutes, seemed to have drifted off to sleep. Khaldun slid her over to the other side of the bed as gently as he could, lying her head on her pillow, before slipping out of bed. Allure was snoring quietly. He left the castle to retake his normal appearance before returning to his own chambers. Mira was lying in bed, still awake, with the oil lamp providing some light.

“How is she?” Mira asked as he slid into bed next to her and extinguished the lamp.

“Asleep,” he told her, as she cuddled against him.

They lay quietly for a few minutes, and he thought Mira had drifted off, until she said, “You’re a good man. That’s what I love most about you.”

Khaldun kissed her, and they went to sleep.

Allure sat with them at breakfast the next morning, thanking them and apologizing profusely for her behavior the previous night. Mira and Khaldun both assured her there was nothing to apologize for, and that they were glad to help. She told them she’d be staying away from the tavern for a while.

Khaldun spent every waking hour working on the troop transformations. He didn’t get any faster, but it seemed to take a little less energy as time went on. Jezebel kept them updated on Allison’s progress with the elves, but there wasn’t much to report at first. After a few days, she told them Allison would be going to Snaerverold with Asmund and the leader of the Drengrvollri resistance movement. They were hoping the director there could tell them how to find Nyro’s prison fortress, which might hold hundreds of elf mages.

That night, Khaldun and Mira went up to Jezebel’s chambers with her and the girls. Jezebel hadn’t heard from Allison again but knew she’d probably have left for Snaerverold by then—early morning for Allison, but after dark in Stoutwall.

The mood in the princess’s chambers was tense but giddily hopeful. As the night wore on, though, with no further word from Allison, it grew steadily more anxious. Khaldun suggested contacting Allison by mirror, but Jezebel didn’t want to interrupt her in case they were in the middle of something important.

After a couple more hours, Khaldun started to fear the worst. Alanna and Leda had grown extremely worried, and while Jezebel tried to express hope, Khaldun could tell it was only for her daughters’ sake.

There was a knock at the door, and Jezebel answered it. It was one of the steward’s messengers. “I’m sorry to disturb you, Your Highness, but the elf mage, Asmund, has appeared on the grounds with several other elves⁠—”

Jezebel was out the door before he could finish. She turned around, though, reminding the girls they were not to leave the castle under any circumstances, before hurrying out again. Mira stayed behind as Khaldun hurried off after Jezebel. They found Asmund with eight sickly-looking elves in the entry hall, along with two of Augustine’s house guards.

“Where’s Allison?” Jezebel asked, gripping Asmund by the arm.

“She should be here soon,” he said. “We found Nyro’s fortress. There were too many mages for Allison to send through all at once. So I came here with this first group. More should be on their way.”

Jezebel hurried out to the grounds, Asmund and Khaldun right behind her. Several more guards followed them out. They ran into others escorting seven additional mages toward the castle, but no sign of Allison. A minute later, Khaldun felt a powerful spell somewhere nearby and spotted a portal forming. Five more elves emerged through it, and Khaldun caught a glimpse of a stone chamber beyond before the portal disappeared.

Only a minute later, yet another portal formed, but this time, only four elves came through. “I see her!” Jezebel yelled. Khaldun knew she was referring to Allison and he spotted her, too, right before the portal closed, recognizing her at first only because she was holding the pyramid in one hand. He’d forgotten for a moment that he’d transformed her to appear Shifari.

Several more minutes passed without any more portals forming. Jezebel started fretting. “What the hell is going on? Where is she?”

“Don’t forget, portal magic takes a lot of power,” Khaldun told her. “Opening so many in a row must have drained her.”

“Yes, that’s it exactly,” Asmund said. “She told us this would happen. Give it some time.”

Finally, another portal formed, and eight more elves stepped through before it disappeared. Asmund spoke to them in elvish for a moment before a couple of the guards escorted them toward the castle.

“They said Princess Allison needed to draw power from them to open that portal,” he told Khaldun and Jezebel. “Only four more mages remain in the holding cell, plus Gyda, the leader from Drengrvollr, and Her Highness. She may need a little more time before attempting one final transport.”

Several more minutes turned into a half hour, and still, there was no sign of Allison or the others. Jezebel tried contacting her by mirror, but couldn’t reach her. Khaldun tried to talk Jezebel into returning to her chambers, but she refused.

Suddenly, he noticed a spark of light bobbing around by the castle. It moved toward them, finally becoming the glowing outline of a female form.

“Shadow,” Khaldun said.

“There’s been an accident,” the demon told them.

“What kind of accident?” Jezebel demanded, a note of panic in her voice.

Shadow explained that Nyro had shown up before Allison could open the final portal. She’d caused an earthquake, destroying the fortress. The holding cell had plummeted to the rocky shore far below, with Allison, Gyda, and the other four mages still inside. The barrier spell had held, providing them some protection from the fall. But it had included some of the fortress’s rocky foundation, and that had broken loose, hitting those inside the cell. One of the elf mages had died from a shattered skull. Allison and Gyda had managed to call air, protecting them from the worst of it.

“They’re alive and they’re safe,” Shadow concluded. “Allison’s mirror shattered on impact, so she won’t be able to contact you that way. She needs to sleep for a while—that may be the best way for her to replenish her power before attempting to open the final portal. Try not to worry. I’ll watch over them until they’re ready to return.”


Chapter 21
Laying Plans


Allison watched from Shadow’s perspective as she updated Khaldun and Jezebel, then the demon returned to Snaerverold. It was frustrating being trapped like this, but there was nothing more she could do. Other than creating a portal, there was no way to breach the barrier enclosing them without knowing the spell. The chamber had landed mostly intact, with the loose section of stone wall now forming a debris pile. They were wedged between boulders on the rocky shoreline, and sea spray kept hitting the barrier. The magic allowed air and fine particles to pass through, so Allison felt a cold mist hit her face every time a wave crashed on the shore.

The three surviving elf mages had sustained minor injuries during the fall. Gyda was tending to their needs the best she could. They’d moved the bodies of the snow trolls and the dead elf as far away as they could. Allison was lying on an unbroken section of the stone floor, now pitched at an uncomfortable angle, hoping to get some sleep. This was the best way to replenish the magic she needed to create a portal.

“How are you?” Shadow asked her.

“As well as can be expected,” Allison replied. “I miss my girls. Did you ever have children?”

“No. We talked about it, but Nyro and I were both necromancers, so neither of us could conceive a child. Yours are lovely, though. Spitfires, the both of them. I’m sure they have a bright future ahead of them.”

“If they have any future at all,” Allison said with a sigh. “I fear for them, Shadow. I fear for everyone in Anoria if Nyro prevails.”

“We’ll make sure she doesn’t. I believe the universe conspired to bring the two of us together for this very purpose.”

Allison was glad Shadow was here; her presence comforted her. It almost felt like having her mother back again.

“I need to sleep, but I can’t quiet my mind. I should have Gyda spell me under.” She hardly knew the woman, and the thought of allowing her to cast any magic on her was distressing. Yet if she fell asleep on her own, she’d be defenseless against Gyda anyway. And Shadow would be vigilant.

“I can take care of that for you, if you’ll allow me,” Shadow said. “Don’t worry, I will watch over you while you sleep.”

Shadow cast her spell and Allison drifted off immediately.

Allison awoke to find nothing had changed. With the intense weather outside their chamber, it wasn’t any darker or lighter than it had been before. “How long was I out?” she asked Gyda.

“It’s hard to say. Several hours, I believe.”

“It is dusk,” Shadow told her in her mind.

“I feel better,” Allison said, getting to her feet. “We should try going to Stoutwall.”

“I’m ready,” Gyda agreed.

Removing the pyramid from the void, Allison held it before her and summoned her full power. It was still difficult, like lifting a massive weight, but she created a portal. She followed Gyda and the three other mages through it, letting it close behind her. Gazing around the grounds outside Castle Stoutwall, she breathed a sigh of relief. It was just after dawn here.

Augustine had posted extra guards outside the castle, and a few of them came rushing over to them. They escorted the new arrivals inside. The steward met them in the entry hall, assuring Allison he would see to the elvish mages’ needs. Allison hurried upstairs to her chambers.

Jezebel woke up when Allison opened the door. “Oh, thank the stars you’re back!”

Allison sat next to her in bed and held her tight, crying tears of joy as relief filled her very soul. “I’m sorry for putting you through this ordeal. Opening so many portals drained me even more than I had imagined.”

Allison went to say good morning to the girls, waking them from their slumber. They welcomed her back as she embraced them. She spent a few minutes with them, then they lay down to go back to sleep.

“We have much to discuss,” Jezebel said as Allison returned to their room. “Are you hungry?”

“Famished,” she said with a grin. “Let’s talk over breakfast.”

Heading down to the great hall, they sat down at a table with Khaldun, Mira, and Allure. She told them more about her trip to Drengrvollr and Snaerverold, and they updated her on everything that had happened during her absence.

“I would very much like to rescue the prisoners from Spanbrook,” Allison said. “And I believe you’re correct that tucking them into the void in one shot is probably the only way to get them all. Yet I remain unsure if I possess sufficient power.”

“Nyro moved more than that when she retreated after the battle here,” Allure said. “And you’re nearly her equal now. I believe you can do this.”

“It’s worth an attempt, at least,” Khaldun said.

Allison took a deep breath. “I’ll want a couple of you with me for backup. Once they realize what we’ve done, they’re sure to come after us. And I won’t be able to use a portal to return here.” Nothing in the void would go with her if she did that.

“Battleaxe and I can accompany you,” Allure said. “We’ll want the others to remain behind to maintain our defenses here.”

“The extra thirty-five mages from Snaerverold should make a difference, I would think,” said Mira. “They’re as powerful as a typical sorcerer, aren’t they?”

“Yes, that’s true,” said Jezebel. “They’ll probably need a couple of days to build up their strength, but once they’re ready, we should be able to send Mist and Sage to Spanbrook, too.”

“We could send some of the dragons, too,” Mira suggested. “It’ll take them a couple of days to get there. So if they head out today, and the rest of you use a portal, you could all arrive at the same time.”

“That would be terrific,” Allison said. “Even if they send all seven reanimated elves after us on carpets, the dragons would give us the advantage.”

“They could have some of the regular elf mages equipped with carpets by now, too,” Khaldun pointed out.

“Yes, I’ve been wondering about that,” said Jezebel. “Camilla hasn’t reported any increase in carpet activity, though. And any new riders would need some time to practice.”

“She could be taking them elsewhere for that,” Allure said. “She must suspect that we’re watching Spanbrook.”

“Yes, that could be,” Allison said. “We should recall Camilla and the band of survivors she encountered. I can station a few of my minor spirits there to keep an eye on things for us going forward.”

“I’ll let Camilla know,” Jezebel said.

“We should take care of them first, before the prisoners,” Allure suggested. “Nyro’s people aren’t likely to notice their absence.”

“Agreed,” said Allison. “You were able to finish the spike to contain Nyro?”

“It’s ready to go,” said Allure. “We’ll need to come up with an alternative plan soon if Alanna won’t be participating.”

Jezebel caught Allison’s gaze. “We still need to discuss this further.”

They finished breakfast, and Allison asked if Khaldun could make a new mirror for her. She knew the spells well enough, but his mirror was already connected with all the others, so it would be easier for him to take care of this for her. Khaldun offered to change her back to her original appearance. But Allison told him she liked this new look and wanted to stick with it a while longer. After that, she went to speak with Gyda. She and Asmund were sitting at the head table with Augustine and his family.

“We’ll need to return to Drengrvollr to transport the rest of your mages here,” she said to the elf mage.

“I will contact the local leaders and see how many they’re willing to send,” Gyda said. “It may not be many. Most of the groups have only one and won’t want to go completely defenseless. But I will see what I can do.”

Allison and Jezebel returned to their chambers and roused the girls. Once those two had gone down to the great hall for breakfast, they sat down at their table.

“So, what do you think about allowing Alanna to take part in our trap for Nyro?” Allison asked.

“I still don’t like it,” Jezebel said with a sigh. “But she would give us our greatest chance of success, there’s no denying that. Nyro craves power, and adding a null to her arsenal would give her capabilities she’s never had before. That’s sure to be tempting. And given Alanna’s penchant for wandering off on her own, she would be more credible than Mira.”

“Not only that but if she did take her, she’d be sure to bind her once she triggers her transformation,” Allison said. “And if she doesn’t bring out her null until after that, she would end up with a bound null, which is impossible with Mira. I’m not sure if that’s feasible or not, but it would only make Alanna an even more attractive target.”

“I hadn’t thought of that,” Jezebel said. “You think we should do this, then?”

Allison took a deep breath. “I believe we should let Alanna decide. She’s old enough to have some say in this. We weren’t much older when you traveled the continent in search of Enigma. And that was only to save me. Now, we’re talking about the lives of every man, woman, and child in Anoria.”

“I feel the same,” Jezebel said, “and I was hoping you would talk me out of it.”

“My apologies,” Allison said with a grin.

“We should discuss this with her as soon as possible. And we must take every precaution to ensure her safety.”

“We will,” said Allison. “But it won’t be without risk. Nyro remains the strongest mage the world has ever seen. She’s clever and persistent. If there’s a way out of our trap, she’ll find it.”

“Then we’ll have to make sure there isn’t one,” Jezebel said.

“Yes,” Allison agreed. “Now, the only trouble with leaving this to Alanna is that she can’t very well make an informed decision if she doesn’t know the facts. And unless she can close her mind, we can’t risk her knowing the plan lest Nyro read it in her thoughts.”

“Let’s take Alanna to Allure first,” Jezebel said. “If Alanna can close her mind, this becomes a moot point.”

Alanna and Leda returned after breakfast. Allison told Alanna that she was taking her to see Allure.

“For what?” she asked suspiciously.

“Some, ah, extra work on your magic,” Allison told her.

“Why doesn’t Leda have to go?”

“Because I can already do void magic, and you can’t even cast an illusion,” Leda said.

“Brat!” Alanna said.

Allison dragged her out of the room, taking her to see Allure. They found the sorcerer in her chambers, and she invited them inside.

“We were wondering if you could try teaching Alanna to close her mind,” Allison said. “In case she were to encounter Nyro again.”

“Are you expecting her to attack again?” Alanna said, giving her a suspicious look.

“It’s Nyro, so you never know what she might be planning,” Allison told her.

“I’d be happy to help,” Allure said.

The three of them sat down at her table, and Allure moved her chair so she was facing Alanna. Placing one hand on either side of her head, she said, “I’m reading you now. Can you feel it?”

“Yes,” Alanna said. “Just like I could last time.”

“You sensed me reading you when I found the potential null inside of you?”

“Sure, I did. It’s the same thing I feel when I talk to Sigrid.”

“That’s intriguing,” said Allure. “Can you stop me from reading you?”

“I think so,” Alanna said, furrowing her brow in concentration. “Like that?”

Allure gasped. “Yes, exactly like that,” she said, opening her eyes. “She did this as easily as Mira,” she said to Allison. “It must have something to do with their connection to the dragons.”

Allure had Alanna repeat the skill a few more times to be sure, and Alanna could do it on command. She could even stop her from reading her in the first place.

“That settles it,” Allure said. “There’s no reason to keep her in the dark.”

“In the dark about what?” Alanna demanded.

Taking a deep breath, Allison told her about their plan, emphasizing how dangerous it would be. “Mother Jezebel and I want to leave this decision to you. If you’re willing to⁠—”

“Did you truly think I would refuse an opportunity like this?” Alanna said.

Allison had to laugh. “I would have been shocked if you had. But you must understand the risks involved. This is Nyro⁠—”

“Yes, yes, I am well aware. I have never been so frightened in my life as I was when she chased me on her carpet. But I also understand what’s at stake and I want to help.”

“I’m proud of you,” Allison said, getting to her feet and embracing her, trying hard to fight back the tears. “You must understand how important it is to keep all of this to yourself. Outside of the three of us, only Khaldun, Mira, and Mother Jezebel know everything, and we need to keep it that way.”

“I can’t tell Leda?”

“Definitely not,” Allison said. “And you can’t taunt her about knowing something she doesn’t either. Act like nothing is afoot whatsoever.”

“This is going to be difficult,” she said with a grin. Allison gave her a stern look, and she added, “Don’t worry, I promise I’ll be on my best behavior.”

Alanna and Allison returned to their chambers and found Mira there chatting with Jezebel. Alanna went into the other room with Leda, and Allison sat at the table with the other two.

“I’ve spoken to Kashi from the dragon riders,” Mira told her. “Of course, I can’t leave the castle, so I had to send a messenger to invite him here,” she added with a sigh.

“It must be frustrating being stuck in the castle,” Allison said.

“It is, but it’s for the best,” she said. “The worst part is not being able to ride Magna. He visits me in the courtyard, but I can tell he misses flying with me almost as much as I do. Anyway, Kashi will assemble a team of five dragons to leave for Spanbrook as soon as I send word. Are we ready for them to depart?”

“Yes, I don’t see why not,” Allison said, turning to Jezebel.

“I agree. The sooner we can rescue those people, the better.”

“I’ll let Kashi know right away,” Mira said, getting to her feet.

“Have them meet us at Rockhedge,” Allison said. “That should be far enough from the castle for them to avoid the elves’ notice.”

Mira nodded and headed out to find another messenger.

That evening, after dinner, Allison joined Mira and Khaldun in Allure’s chambers to discuss laying the trap for Nyro. Khaldun had prepared Allison’s new mirror, too. Allison took it from him, tucking it into the pocket in her armor.

“As we discussed last time,” said Khaldun, “we must draw Nyro into the castle, expand Mira’s null to eliminate her magic, embed the spike in her flesh, extinguish the null, and only then kill the elvish body.”

“And the key to this whole plan is to make Alanna’s presence believable,” said Allison, “so that Nyro doesn’t anticipate the trap. We should wait until the elvish reinforcements arrive. If we remain here, her next move will be to attack Stoutwall again. Once her forces arrive, we can evacuate everyone—the army, all the castle occupants, everyone. Tuck them into the void and take them to Highgate.”

“Only you can take so many at once,” Khaldun pointed out.

“True, but Sage, Mist, Allure, and Battleaxe can each take five thousand. So let them take care of the army, and Shatter can handle everyone from the castle. We won’t have nearly the same time pressure as we will in Spanbrook.”

“Fair enough,” Khaldun said with a nod.

“Once everyone else has left, we can have Alanna run into the courtyard and appear to panic as if she’s been left behind accidentally. As long as Nyro’s demon is still watching the castle, it should alert her immediately. She may or may not accompany her armies for the attack, but she’s sure to investigate when she receives the demon’s report.”

“And we can have Mira waiting inside the keep with her null extinguished,” Khaldun said. “The moment Nyro arrives, she’ll expand it to take away her magic.”

“And now comes the hard part,” Allison said. “How do we impale Nyro with this spike? I might be her match in single combat now, but this will be no training session. Even if I manage to best her, it’s not like she’s going to yield. I’d have to kill her, and then we lose our opportunity to use the spike.”

“Unless you can pin her long enough for one of us to impale her with it,” said Allure.

“Unlikely,” said Allison. “Even if I could pin her, she’d struggle mightily when she sees that spike coming.”

“As long as she’s inside the null, I can hold her down long enough for someone to embed it in her flesh,” said Khaldun. “I’ve practiced shifting into a giant octopus. With that many limbs, I should have no trouble pinning her arms and legs.”

“The only trouble with that is Nyro could read you,” said Allison. “But you and I can wait somewhere nearby. Not close enough for her demon to sense us, but perhaps in the city, and I’ll have Shadow keep watch. The moment Mira expands her null, we can use a portal to return here. It’ll have to be outside the castle, but we can enter through the gates.”

“I’ll pin her, you embed the spike, Mira extinguishes her null, and then I tear her limbs off and let her bleed out,” Khaldun said.

“Or I can decapitate her with my blade,” Allison said. “That would be faster.”

“We’ll need to make sure Sigrid understands what we’re doing,” said Khaldun. “If she realizes that we’ve left Alanna behind, she might come here to rescue her. That could complicate things.”

“That’s a good point,” Mira said. “It might be best to send her to Highgate ahead of time with some of the others.”

“This sounds like a plan,” Allison said. “We’ll keep Alanna and Mira in the castle, and Khaldun and I will wait in the city until Nyro takes the bait. No one else needs to be involved.”

“Yes, I think we’ve got it,” Khaldun said with a nod. “Is there anything we haven’t considered?”

“The timing is going to be critical,” Allison said. “Nyro’s sure to come here using her pyramid. She could open a portal very close to Alanna, take her to the other side, and close it again very quickly. Mira, your reaction time will need to be as short as possible.”

“I’ll be ready,” Mira said. “My null will collapse her portal instantly.”

“Could Nyro open the portal so close to Alanna that she could grab her without even stepping through it herself?” Allure asked.

“I can’t,” Allison said. “When I tried rescuing Emma, I couldn’t get it that close to her. The spell doesn’t have that much precision. I was able to open it inside Emma’s bedchamber and choose which side of the bed it appeared on, but that was the best I could do.”

“Nyro has had much more experience with portal magic,” Khaldun pointed out. “Could she have greater accuracy?”

“It’s possible,” Allison said. “I’ll ask Shadow. She must have seen Nyro use the pyramid many times in the old days.” She couldn’t summon the demon inside the null, so it would have to wait until later.

“We should run the entire plan by Shadow and make sure there’s nothing else we’re missing,” Allure said. “And the rest of us should try to think of any additional pitfalls. The more contingencies we can plan for, the more likely it becomes that we’ll succeed.”

Allure gave Allison the spike, and she left the castle with it to examine its magic outside Mira’s null, taking care to make herself invisible to avoid the watching demon’s notice.

The spike pulsated with power, vastly stronger than the one they’d used against Myrddin’s demon so long ago. Allison summoned Shadow, and she agreed it should be more than strong enough to contain Nyro. Allison tucked it into the void.

She discussed their entire plan with Shadow, and she saw no reason it shouldn’t work. She told her Nyro’s precision with the portals wasn’t any greater than Allison’s. In fact, she’d complained about that very issue on a few occasions.

“And consider this. No matter how convincing you make this ruse of yours, Nyro will still be extremely suspicious. I’m sure she’ll want to investigate herself, but I doubt she’d risk opening the portal so close to Alanna. She’s aware of Khaldun’s new abilities, and for all she’ll know, it could be him waiting for her. Her demons can’t read people, so she’d have no way to tell for sure without coming here herself.”

“And if it were Khaldun, he could turn into some sort of beast and rip her apart.”

“Yes, exactly. Nyro could reanimate a new body at that point, but it would still be an inconvenience. One she could avoid by simply opening her portal halfway across the courtyard.”

Allison thought for a moment that baiting the trap with Khaldun disguised as Alanna might not be a bad idea. Of course, the moment Nyro arrived, she could read Khaldun, and then the game was up. Her inability to read Alanna was sure to deepen her suspicion, but it didn’t give anything away.

“What if Nyro sends her demon into the keep?” Allison asked. “It could find Mira waiting there as easily as you could.”

“I can handle her demons,” Shadow said. “I’ll scatter and confuse any she sends while remaining hidden myself.”

Allison ran into Gyda on her way up to her chambers. The elf told her that she’d finally reached her people in Drengrvollr.

“We can bring eight more mages here,” she told her. “All from Krokr and the neighboring provinces. There are three more who could join us from the outlying territories, but that would mean three more portals. Or waiting two to three weeks for them to travel to the city. The rest could be there tomorrow.”

“Three more won’t make that much difference,” Allison said. “Let me know where I can meet the ones from Krokr, and I’ll fetch them tomorrow. It should take only two trips through a portal.”

Allison returned to her chambers. Jezebel had an oil lamp lit, but she’d dozed off in bed. She started awake when Allison came in. Removing her armor, she lay next to her and told her about their plan for trapping Nyro. The girls were asleep, so she kept her voice down to avoid waking them.

“This all sounds pretty thorough,” Jezebel said when she was done. “Replacing Alanna with Khaldun does sound tempting. But you’re right—Nyro could read the entire plan in his mind. I do worry about Alanna being so unprotected. It’ll take a little time for you and Khaldun to get there, even using the portal. Perhaps we should have Imani and several of her soldiers waiting in the keep with Mira. We can keep them in the dark—there’s no reason for them to know the plan. Tell them only that they’re to wait inside unless and until a threat to Alanna presents itself.”

“Yes, I like that. A cornered animal is a dangerous one, and once Nyro realizes it’s a trap, there’s no telling what she might do to Alanna.”

Jezebel fell asleep after that, but Allison couldn’t stop thinking about possible flaws in their plan. She lay awake worrying about it for several more hours.


Chapter 22
Luring the Enemy


The next morning at breakfast, Gyda told Allison that the elf mages were ready to come to Stoutwall. “It would be best if I accompany you to Krokr. I can guide you to the meeting place, and then speak to them before we bring them here. They do not know about your portal magic yet.”

“Why don’t they?”

“I did not tell the group leaders how we’d be transporting the mages. It’s best to share only information that’s absolutely necessary.”

Allison could see no good reason for keeping this from them. Nyro already knew she possessed a pyramid. She figured secrecy was just her way.

“You could take five of the mages back with you on the first trip,” Gyda continued, “and I’ll stay behind with the others. Then I can return with them on your second trip.”

“That should work,” Allison agreed.

She went to find Augustine’s steward, and let him know they’d be bringing eight more elf mages to Stoutwall, then left the castle with Gyda. Allison removed her sword, carpet, and pyramid from the void, hoisting the carpet over one shoulder and handing Gyda the sword. It would be dark in Drengrvollr, so she opened a portal to the same location she’d used last time to avoid attracting attention with the sunlight streaming through. Once on the other side, she tucked her sword and the pyramid back into oblivion.

Allison and Gyda sat down on the carpet and took off. Unlike Asmund, she didn’t seem fazed by this mode of travel. Allison made them invisible, and once they’d reached Krokr, the elf guided her to an old building by the sea. The rear of the property was enclosed behind high stone walls, so Allison landed there, making them visible.

Gyda led her inside the building. They found the eight mages waiting for them on the lower level. Gyda spoke to them in elvish for a minute, then told Allison the first five were ready to go to Stoutwall.

Allison withdrew the pyramid from the void and opened a portal to Stoutwall. She led the first group through the rift, closing it behind her. Asmund was waiting outside with a couple of the guards, so Allison led the group to them. Asmund spoke to them briefly before taking them into the castle with one of the guards.

Opening a portal to the building where she’d left Gyda, Allison went back to Drengrvollr for the second group. They returned to Stoutwall, and Gyda escorted them to the castle with the remaining guard.

Allison went to see Allure and found Mira sitting with her, discussing the trap for Nyro. She told them about Jezebel’s idea of having Imani stationed in the keep with some of her soldiers. They agreed that would be for the best, as long as they kept them in the dark.

That night, Mira told Allison that Kashi and his team had reached Rockhedge with the dragons. Allison met Allure, Sage, Mist, and Battleaxe out on the grounds. They pulled their belongings out of the void—Allure and Allison were the only two taking carpets—and Allison opened a portal to Rockhedge.

The dragons and their riders were waiting for them. Allison told Kashi they’d go to the castle to collect their people there first. She’d signal him when it was time for the dragons.

“What kind of signal, exactly?” he asked. As with the rest of the riders, the spirits here in Rockhedge were making him nervous. The dragons were unfazed.

“You’ll see,” she said with a grin.

Allison mounted her carpet, and the other four sorcerers took their positions on Allure’s. The two of them took off, making themselves invisible and heading into Spanbrook. They’d cast the spells that let them track each other’s progress before leaving Stoutwall, so they had no problem staying together. Allison circled the enemy camp once. There was a heavy guard surrounding the pens with all the prisoners, and they had a couple of their mages flying patrol on their carpets. This time, the pens abutted each other in such a way that the three of them shared a common vertex.

Allison landed on the roof of Castle Barclay’s keep, Allure and the others right next to her. Jezebel had alerted Camilla that they’d be coming, so she was there with one of the soldiers. She greeted them and sent the soldier to bring the rest of the group to the roof. Once they’d arrived, Sage tucked them into the void.

Summoning Shadow, Allison sent her to notify Kashi it was time for the dragons. She watched as the demon took her glowing human shape in Rockhedge, and Kashi nearly jumped out of his skin. Perhaps she should have warned him, but his reaction made her chuckle. Shadow delivered the message, and the dragons took off.

Allison summoned three of her minor spirits and set them to keep a watch on the enemy camp. Allure and the other three sorcerers took off on her carpet, going invisible as they soared over the ramparts. Sitting on her carpet, Allison flew after them, casting her own invisibility spell.

She circled the pens for a minute and smiled when she heard the dragons roar as if announcing themselves. They swooped around the pens, shooting jets of fire at the guards. The elves must have had some mages in the area because, after the initial attack, someone canceled the dragons’ flames. Not to be deterred, the dragons dove, grabbing soldiers in their jaws and flinging them into the air.

Under the cover of chaos, Allison made her move. Landing by the vertex of the three pens, she summoned her power. Concentrating on all three groups of prisoners, she cast her spell to tuck them into the void. The air around her seemed to vibrate as if someone had struck a giant gong as the magic did its work. She almost whooped for joy when she realized it had worked. The pens were empty.

Taking to the sky, she sent Shadow to let Kashi know it was time to go. The dragons were sending the elves scrambling as they flew back and forth, tossing random soldiers high into the air. Their mages had done a good job neutralizing their fire but hadn’t managed to bring any of the beasts down. Allison realized they were focusing on the riders, but the dragons were turning and twisting to keep their bodies between the mages and the riders.

As if guided by a single will, the dragons soared into the sky, heading toward Stoutwall. Allison followed, and she spotted Allure’s carpet flying a parallel course. Three of the enemy carpets gave chase, their riders trying to cancel the air beneath the dragons. The sorcerers canceled their spells, and Allison hit one of them with a fire spell, igniting the carpet. That one fell away, and the other two had put shield spells in place by the time Allison hit them with fire.

Two of the sorcerers on Allure’s carpet—Allison couldn’t tell which—canceled the air beneath their pursuers’ carpets. They gave up the chase after that. Allison was a little surprised they’d given up so easily. On the other hand, though, these prisoners weren’t even soldiers. They were never going to make a huge difference in the outcome, only tire and demoralize their troops.

After a few hours, they landed by a small river to give the dragons a rest and let them drink some water. Allison conferred with Allure and the others. They agreed that the enemy’s lack of effort to recapture the humans seemed suspicious.

“They could have people waiting along our return route to ambush us,” Battleaxe said. “Hell, Nyro herself could be waiting for us.”

“And although we’re keeping ourselves invisible, they could find the dragons easily enough,” Sage pointed out. “It would be difficult for us to contain them inside an invisibility spell. They’re too spread out.”

“We should change our flight path,” said Battleaxe. “Head east from here, then follow the Torsa to Stoutwall. If they are planning an ambush, there’s no reason for us to fly right into it.”

“One of us should fly with Princess Allison,” said Allure. “It’s the prisoners Nyro will want. With two people calling air, she can get back to Stoutwall faster while the rest of us stay with the dragons.”

“I’ll go with the Princess,” Battleaxe said.

They took off again, and Battleaxe flew with Allison. The two of them called air, leaving the others far behind. It still took a little longer to reach Stoutwall along their new course, but Allison felt this was the right choice.

The sun had risen by the time they reached the castle. Allison landed on the grounds, and Battleaxe went inside to fetch the steward’s assistant, who was expecting them. He left the castle on horseback as Battleaxe emerged through the gates.

Allison and Battleaxe took off again, this time landing in the fields outside the city. Taking a few deep breaths, Allison prepared to release the prisoners from the void—this would take as much power as sending them there had. She cast her spell, and once again, the air around them vibrated as the people filled the surrounding fields as far as the eye could see.

“Damn,” Battleaxe said, scanning the area. “Sometimes I envy you.”

The steward’s assistant had gone into the city, where he’d be gathering a group of citizens who’d volunteered to help resettle these people. Stoutwall’s population had evacuated to the countryside and they had established camps all across the princedom, hoping to ride out the war by staying in hiding. The volunteers would help get these people to the camps.

Using the magical force, Allison amplified her voice and explained to the crowd what was happening. By the time she was done, the steward’s assistant had arrived with the volunteer group. Allison remained a few minutes longer to make sure they had the situation under control before flying back to the castle with Battleaxe.

Allison checked in with Allure a few times that day, and the sorcerer reported that all was well. They had encountered no pursuit from Spanbrook and no ambushes. She made it back to Stoutwall with their comrades and the dragons that evening.

Augustine called a council meeting the next morning. All of the usual rulers, mages, and commanders were present, along with Asmund and Gyda.

“Good morning, everyone,” he said, “and thank you for coming. The time has come to decide our next moves. Nyro’s reinforcements will arrive in Anoria within a matter of days, and if we remain here, she is sure to attack Stoutwall again. Are we prepared to lay our trap for her?”

“We are, Your Highness,” said Allison. “Lord Khaldun, Lady Mira, and I will be springing the trap. Along with Commander Imani and a contingent of soldiers.”

“And who do you plan on using as bait?” the prince asked.

“Our daughter, Alanna,” Allison said. “She possesses a latent ability that Nyro greatly desires. We would prefer not to share any further details, however. With Nyro’s ability to read people’s thoughts, it would be best to contain the finer points of our plan as much as possible.”

“She’ll be able to read my people and me,” Imani said, “and we know it’s a trap.”

“By the time she’s close enough to read you, Mira will have extended her null,” Allison said. “As long as you don’t know anything more specific, this changes nothing.”

“We will need to discuss the broader plan, however,” said Augustine.

“Of course,” Allison agreed. “We should maintain our presence in Stoutwall, giving every outward sign that we plan on engaging the enemy here. But once they arrive and prepare their attack, we will evacuate.

“Working together, Sage, Allure, Battleaxe, and Mist can tuck the combined armies into the void and fly them to Highgate. And if we gather the castle’s remaining occupants in the courtyard, Shatter can do the same with them. The dragons should take off for Highgate at that time as well.

“Mira will remain inside the castle, her null extinguished, along with Imani and her soldiers. And once everyone else has departed, Alanna will emerge into the courtyard, appearing to have been left behind. As long as Nyro’s demon is maintaining its watch, it should alert her to Alanna’s presence immediately. And once Nyro comes for her, we’ll spring our trap.”

The others sat in silence for a minute, absorbing everything she’d told them.

“You are taking a great risk putting your daughter in harm’s way like this,” Augustine said finally. “Are you sure this is the best path forward?”

“Yes, Your Highness,” said Jezebel. “We are. Alanna wants to help. And she’s old enough to make this kind of decision for herself. We will be taking every possible precaution to keep her safe.”

“Very well,” Augustine said with a nod. “Then we shall proceed as if we plan on engaging the enemy here in Stoutwall. And when the time comes, we will fall back to Highgate. If our trap succeeds, victory shall be ours. And if not, our forces will gather in Highgate for one final battle.”

Over the next several days, the tension inside the castle became palpable. With Shatter’s help, the steward spread the word about the coming evacuation. They quietly started releasing anyone not essential to the war effort or the running of the household, and those people left for the countryside a few at a time.

Alanna summoned Sigrid to the courtyard. She did her best to explain to the dragon that she would need to fly ahead to Highgate with some of her companions. Sigrid was resistant at first, but Alanna managed to convince her. Kashi arranged for two of the other riders to escort Sigrid with five other dragons. The next morning, Alanna bade Sigrid a tearful farewell in the courtyard, and the dragon took off with the others.

Allison continued her early morning training sessions with Battleaxe, Imani, and Shatter. Khaldun kept up his work transforming soldiers, adding a little over a hundred physically augmented specimens every day. He also found time every night to practice his own shapeshifting, focusing especially on his giant octopus and dragon-bear shapes.

Allison, Mira, and Alanna worked on keeping their minds closed to sympathetic magic, and after the first few days, were able to do it perpetually without conscious effort—much the same way Mira could control her null. Allure worked with Khaldun several more times, but he simply wasn’t able to acquire this skill. It did seem that having some pre-existing talent for sympathetic magic made all the difference.

Using her specters, Allison kept a constant watch on Spanbrook, but nothing seemed to change there. The army camp betrayed no signs of moving out, and the reanimated elf mages kept up their air patrols using their carpets. One night, her spirits alerted her to some unusual activity in the camp. Allison sent Shadow, and through her eyes, saw that the wraiths had arrived outside the camp, along with another thousand troops.

Allison contacted Princess Jelena, and sure enough, she reported that all the enemy forces in Rockport had disappeared. Nyro or one of her mages must have tucked them into the void and flown them to Spanbrook.

Neither Jelena nor their contact in Northcoast reported any incoming ships. Allison’s specters confirmed Nyro’s demon continued to watch over Castle Stoutwall. But there was no sign of Nyro anywhere. Allison sent Shadow to Nyro’s island castle in Drengrvollr, and she found the place abandoned. The barrier was gone, as well as the household staff and guards.

Gyda checked with her people, and they told her that the mages guarding the castle exterior had gone inside a couple of days earlier, and they’d seen no further activity on the island. Their lookout points on the mainland were too far away to detect Nyro’s barrier spell in the first place, so they couldn’t confirm when it had gone away.

A few more days went by without any changes to the situation. Until finally, one morning, their contact in Northcoast reported seeing dozens upon dozens of ships approaching from the east. They didn’t know yet if they’d be landing in Northcoast or Rockport, but either way, Jezebel and Augustine agreed they should send their sorcerers to do whatever damage they could.

So, after breakfast, Allison went out to the grounds with Khaldun, Sage, Allure, Mist, and Battleaxe. They took off on their carpets, and Allison opened a portal to Northcoast. Once they’d all flown through it, she let it close and tucked the pyramid into the void.

Making themselves invisible, they flew over the sea, and Allison spotted the ships almost immediately. There were at least a couple of hundred of them—far more than the number that had left from Drengrvollr. The other kingdoms must have supplied additional troops, too. Moving in closer, she called fire, trying to ignite the closest vessel’s sails. Nothing happened—they must have used the spells to make them impervious to fire. The same was true of the hull. Allison tried hitting a few different ships with much the same result.

One of the others called air, trying to blow some of the vessels into each other. But someone canceled their spell almost immediately. Allison tried hitting a ship with an earth spell that should have knocked a massive hole in its hull, but it died before reaching the target. She tried several other spells, but it was no use. Someone canceled her magic every time.

Before long, it became clear the ships were making for Northcoast. Most of them dropped anchor off-shore, while others moved toward the docks. Allison and the others kept trying to hit them with magic, but someone had cast a shield spell over the group heading toward land. The demon mages in their reanimated elf bodies had to be nearby, probably flying invisible on their carpets just like they were.

The first ships docked and started unloading their passengers. Allison and the others kept up a constant barrage, throwing fireballs, tornadoes, and fire orbs at the soldiers. Their invisible opponents managed to cancel most of their magic, but not all of it, and their unrelenting attacks started taking a toll.

A few times, Allison or one of the others managed to use their opponents’ spells to locate and make them visible. They found Cyclone, Vision, Intuit, and Semblant that way. But every time, they cast a new invisibility spell, and they lost them again. The enemy exposed Battleaxe, Mist, and Sage that way, too, before the sorcerers could go invisible again.

More and more ships unloaded their troops, and the ones who made it through the bombardment started forming lines in the fields south of the city. Allison refocused her attacks there, but someone had erected a massive shield spell, too strong for her spells to penetrate. She had a feeling Nyro had to be here—none of the others could pull off something with so much power. Allison sent Shadow inside the shield, and she kept up a constant barrage of fire and earth spells. The elf mages canceled most of them, but she managed to take out some additional soldiers.

Allison returned to the lines moving away from the ships and hit them with everything she had. It took many hours for the enemy to get all the new arrivals unloaded, and Allison and the others inflicted as much damage as they could. In the end, she estimated Nyro had brought forty thousand fresh troops, and she and the others had managed to reduce that by five thousand or so.

Not long after the last soldiers moved inside the shield spell, they began disappearing, several thousand at a time. Someone was tucking them into the void; it took seven spells to remove them all. It had to be the demon mages. Allison flew around and around the area, sending Shadow to do the same, but she couldn’t find them. They had to be out there somewhere, most likely on carpets, but they were probably long gone.

Allison regrouped with the others and they decided to return to Stoutwall. She opened a portal and they flew through it, removing their invisibility spells as they landed out in front of the castle.

“I’ll be damned,” Battleaxe said as she tucked her carpet into the void. “That shield spell they used was impregnable. That had to be Nyro.”

“Not even Nyro’s shield spell could withstand an assault like that without degrading,” Sage said. “She must have found a way to draw power from her demon mages when she cast it.”

“Like we’ve done with our void magic,” Battleaxe said. “That makes sense.”

“You must be right,” Allison said. “I did the same thing creating portals from Drengrvollr.”

They met Shatter in the entry hall, and Allison told him how it had gone in Northcoast. He went off to inform Augustine, and Allison went up to her chambers.

“Any reduction in their numbers is helpful,” Jezebel said once Allison had recounted their efforts.

Allison sent Shadow to search the area between Stoutwall and Northcoast, hoping she might sense the demon mages. Her specters in Spanbrook reported no change in the army’s disposition there. She knew their attack was imminent, and it was only a matter of time now. They’d done everything they could to prepare, and all they could do was wait.

Jezebel and the girls went to bed that night, and Allison stayed with them for a little while, but she knew there was no way she could sleep. Not only that, her demons couldn’t reach her in the null. So she left the castle, flying her carpet high above the grounds to give her the best possible view of the area, awash in the light of the twin moons.

A couple of hours later, her specters in Spanbrook told her that the army there had disappeared—all sixty thousand troops in one shot. That had to be Nyro’s doing. Shadow continued her search for the demon mages. They easily could have reached Stoutwall by then, so Allison felt certain they’d be somewhere nearby, ready to release the new army from the void. Most likely, they were only awaiting for Nyro’s arrival with the army from Spanbrook before putting things into motion. Not even Nyro could use a portal to move anything in the void, so she had to be traveling via carpet.

Sure enough, as the first light of dawn cracked the eastern horizon, Allison felt the air around her vibrate. The spell was fainter than the one in Northcoast, and she didn’t see anyone nearby. Flying beyond their own army camp, she found the source of the magic. Sixty thousand elvish troops had appeared in the fields north of Castle Stoutwall. As she circled the new arrivals, seven more groups of soldiers joined them, totaling thirty-five thousand additional troops. The armies from Spanbrook and Northcoast had arrived.

Now was the time to set their trap.


Chapter 23
Springing the Trap


Flying back to the castle, Allison used her mirror to contact Imani and Amari and warn them that the elvish armies had arrived. Only moments later, she heard the horns rousing their troops. Landing on the grounds, she tucked her carpet into the void and ran inside, nearly crashing into Shatter in the entry hall. He’d spotted the armies arriving, too, and was on his way to alert the prince.

Allison ran up to her chambers, waking Jezebel and the girls. “It’s time. Nyro’s armies are here.”

The three of them got out of bed and quickly got dressed. Once they were ready, Allison escorted them down to the courtyard. She hugged Jezebel and Leda, wishing them well—they’d be departing with Shatter.

Khaldun and Mira emerged from the keep, and Allison hurried over to see them, Alanna in tow. “Are you ready?” she asked them.

“I’m leaving now,” Khaldun said. “I’ll meet you in the city, outside the tavern.”

He kissed Mira, then rushed off, leaving the castle. Mira was going to leave her null in place until the last minute, so he couldn’t take off from the courtyard.

“You stay with Mira,” Allison told Alanna. “I’m going to make sure the others depart without incident, and I’ll be right back.”

“Yes, Mother.”

“I’ve sent word to the dragon riders,” Mira told her. “They should be leaving any moment now.”

Allison nodded before hurrying out of the castle. She ran into Imani and her soldiers on the way out and told her where to meet Alanna and Mira. Out on the grounds, she found Allure, Mist, Sage, and Battleaxe gathered by the army camp.

“We’re ready to go,” Allure told her.

“Be safe,” Allison said.

She embraced them each in turn, and they ran off to take their positions surrounding the camp. Once the others were ready, Allure focused for a moment, drawing power from the others, and tucking five thousand troops into the void. One by one, the other three executed their spells, and the rest of the army disappeared. After that, the four sorcerers mounted their carpets, taking off and going invisible as they soared into the sky. Allison watched the dragons rising above the trees, beating their mighty wings as they headed east. Magna was in the lead, dwarfing all the others.

Inside the courtyard, Allison spoke to Shatter. The castle’s occupants were all there, ready to go. Allison went into the keep and let Mira know it was time to extinguish her null. She did so, and Shatter tucked the entire group into the void before flying off on his carpet, going invisible before he cleared the castle wall.

Allison turned to face Mira, Imani and her soldiers, and Alanna. “This is it. I’m leaving for the city now, and then it’s Nyro’s move.”

“We’re ready, Your Highness,” Imani told her, without her usual grin.

“Wait till I’m gone,” Allison said to Alanna, “then wander into the courtyard. Play your part the best you can—you’ve just discovered that everyone’s left without you, and you’re distraught. And make sure you close your mind!”

“I already have,” she said. Allison tried reading her, and sure enough, couldn’t access her thoughts.

“Good girl,” she said, hugging her tight. Pulling away, she held her by the shoulders and said, “I’m proud of you.”

Alanna rolled her eyes. “Can we just do this already?”

Allison chuckled. “Good hunting, all of you,” she said to Mira, Imani, and the soldiers. Making herself invisible, she pulled her carpet out of the void, walked into the courtyard, and took off.

As she soared over the castle, Allison reached out to her specters keeping watch over Nyro’s demon. They reported that it was still there. She summoned Shadow and told her it was time to spring their trap.

“Don’t worry. Victory will be ours.”

Allison hoped she was right.

She flew to the city, landing by the tavern, where she found Khaldun waiting for her. “Everyone’s in place,” she told him.

Khaldun nodded. His body turned protean and he changed, taking the form of a giant octopus.

Allison watched the castle from Shadow’s point of view, floating above the courtyard. Alanna wandered out of the keep, yelling, “Hello? Where is everyone?” She ran over to the stables, and then the armory, her body language increasingly frantic.

“Mother! Leda! Where are you?!” Her voice cracked, and sending Shadow closer, Allison realized she was crying. She had to give her credit—she looked and sounded genuinely hysterical.

“Nyro’s demon is moving in closer,” Shadow told her in her mind. “It’s just above the courtyard now—I’m casting the spell to confuse it. That worked. It’s drifting around the grounds.”

“You’re sure Nyro won’t realize what happened?”

“She might suspect it, but I’ve hidden myself from her. She’ll have no way to know for sure.”

Alanna ran up the stairs to the ramparts, moving along the castle walls, and frantically searching the grounds. She was playing her part well. It was making Allison nervous, though—she was pretty far from Imani now. If Nyro were to open a portal near her, this could be disastrous.

Alanna returned to the courtyard, and Allison breathed a sigh of relief. She moved to the keep, sitting down, hugging her knees to her chest, and sobbing.

There was no sign of Nyro. Allison sent Shadow higher to get a look at the enemy army. They were making camp, with no indication that anything odd was happening in the castle. Shadow moved back to the courtyard.

Nyro’s demon returned, taking position above the castle, and making no attempt to move in closer this time. Minutes passed, and nothing changed. Still no sign of Nyro anywhere.

What was going on here? Clearly she knew Alanna was alone. Had she detected their ruse somehow? Allison didn’t see how. Mira had kept her null extinguished. Shadow had kept the demon from searching the castle but otherwise hadn’t exposed her presence to Nyro. Had that been enough to tip her off?

A few more minutes went by, and Allison was getting ready to call the whole thing off. And that’s when Shadow said, “She’s here. On the ramparts. I sensed no portal magic, so she must have taken her carpet.”

“I don’t see anyone,” Allison said.

“There’s an invisibility spell. I suppose it could be one of her demon mages.”

Could they have been wrong? Had Nyro sent one of her underlings for Alanna after all? It was time to find out.

Producing her mirror, Allison reached out to Mira. Her face appeared in the glass, and Allison said, “It’s time. Expand your null.”

Mira nodded, and her face vanished from the mirror.

“It’s her,” Shadow said. “She’s running down the steps to the courtyard. Come quickly.”

“Let’s go!” Allison said to Khaldun, stowing her mirror. She pulled her pyramid out of the void, opening a portal to the castle grounds outside the null.

Khaldun slithered through the rift, surprising her with his speed. She had no idea he could move so fast in this form. Allison followed him through, closing the portal behind her. She pulled the spike out of the void and they hurried across the moat. Rushing into the courtyard, they found Imani and her soldiers battling Nyro. They had her surrounded. Wielding her sword, Nyro was trying to fight her way out of the circle, but they kept her contained. Alanna was cowering against the wall, and Allison was sure her sobs were real now.

“Khaldun, now!” Allison said.

He hurried across the courtyard with remarkable speed, and the soldiers moved so he could pass.

“NO!” Nyro screamed as he approached. She tried escaping through the other side of the circle, frantically cutting and slashing, and felling one of Imani’s soldiers in the process.

But Khaldun had her. He wrapped his tentacles around her arms and legs and one around her neck. Nyro tried cutting him with her sword, but with only her wrist able to move, couldn’t generate enough power to do any damage. Khaldun used an extra tentacle to rip the blade out of her hand and toss it across the courtyard.

Nyro writhed and screamed, struggling mightily against Khaldun’s hold. Allison rushed in, impaling her with the spike, right through the gut. Nyro went silent, fixing Allison with her stare, and it felt like she’d bore right through her skull with the force of her gaze.

“Mira, now!” Allison yelled.

Terror bubbled up in her belly as she felt her magic return. If they were wrong about this step, the result could be catastrophic. But they weren’t wrong. Nyro had no magic.

Allison pulled her sword out of the void. “Release her neck,” she said to Khaldun. He removed the tentacle, and Allison raised her weapon.

“You will pay for this, you bitch,” Nyro said, staring into her eyes.

Allison said nothing, decapitating her in one stroke. The head rolled across the ground as the body twitched. Khaldun released it, and the corpse slid to the flagstones.

Returning to his normal shape, Khaldun said, “I’ve never been so terrified in my entire life.”

Mira ran over to them, embracing Khaldun. “We did it? This mad plan actually succeeded?”

Allison was watching the spike. It was so hot, it was glowing, and the corpse was sizzling where it made contact with the metal. “Something’s wrong,” she said. Sections of the spike started pulsating, growing lighter and darker as if something were moving around inside of it. Which was impossible—it was solid metal. “We’d better get out of here.”

“Wait—there’s something tucked into the void,” Khaldun said. He cast the spell to remove whatever it was, and a carpet appeared on the ground.

“What about her pyramid?” Allison asked. If she’d survived somehow, taking that from her would at least give them some advantage.

“It’s not here,” Khaldun said, shaking his head. “Only the carpet.”

An extra carpet could always come in handy, but Allison didn’t trust this one. Nyro could have woven extra spells into it that would harm anyone else riding it. She incinerated it with a thought. “All right. Let’s move.”

Khaldun removed his carpet from the void, and Mira took her seat, strapping herself in. Imani took the rear spot as Khaldun tucked the other soldiers into the void. One of them had sustained injuries, but they’d have to tend to her once they reached Highgate.

Allison ran over to Alanna, helping her to her feet and holding her tight. “You did great,” she told her, patting her on the back.

Alanna couldn’t stop sobbing, and Allison knew she wasn’t faking it anymore. She pulled her carpet out of the void, and once they’d taken their seats, she launched them high above the castle, Khaldun right next to them.

The spike was now emanating a jet of sparks that was climbing higher every second. Allison couldn’t understand what was happening here. Had Allure been wrong about the amount of power needed to contain Nyro? Shadow had agreed the spike should be more than enough.

Gathering every ounce of power she possessed, Allison called earth, channeling her spell deep into the bedrock beneath the castle. The entire structure started shaking, and with an earsplitting crack, the ground broke, a chasm opening and splitting the castle in two. Allison could see tongues of fire flickering in the deep as the spike and Nyro’s corpse fell into the opening. Allison kept adding power to the spell. The chasm opened wider, and the entire castle slid into its depths.

Taking a deep breath, Allison called earth again, causing a second earthquake, this time closing the rift. “It’s done. Let’s get out of here.”

They headed east, leaving the elvish armies behind. Allison wanted to believe Nyro was gone. She was the most powerful mage in the history of Anoria—maybe the spike was supposed to react this way. Perhaps her spirit was still trapped in the metal.

“Mother, look!” Alanna yelled, terror in her voice.

Glancing over her shoulder, she saw that Alanna was looking behind them. She turned them around and gasped. In the distance, roughly where Castle Stoutwall had stood, a plume of fire was shooting high into the sky.

Allison knew in her bones that Nyro had survived. She couldn’t comprehend how she’d done it, but there was no doubt in her mind.

Agony. Nothing else existed. She didn’t know who she was, never mind where, or how she’d gotten there. Searing pain rending her mind asunder, leaving her incapable of thinking of anything else.

Focus. Surrender to the agony. Let it persist as something separate, not part of her. She was Nyro. And she’d prepared for this centuries ago.

Never had she expected the pain.

She’d seen this possible future in prophecy. Not the events that had led to it, only being trapped in this infernal instrument. And she’d discovered a way to save herself. Taken the steps to inoculate her soul against the magic. It had required her to consume the spectral energy of numerous lesser demons. A process that had nearly destroyed her, yet it had worked. And this was the proof. Her essence resisted the enchantments in this metal. Kept itself separate.

This was far from ideal. She’d seen the bitch princess coming at her with that spike and knew she’d fallen for their trap. Understood the difficulties she was about to endure.

But not the pain. She’d never seen this agony coming. And now it took every particle of her will and focus just to form a thought.

Fire. To free herself, she had to melt the metal. That’s all it would take. Nyro became the essence of flame, channeling all the power she possessed into this one force. On the fringes of her mind, she could sense those other beings, still tethered to her. And she drew their power into her spell, too, adding it to her own.

Like the very sun brought to earth she became, concentrating the power of fire into this substance that held her. And suddenly she was free. The agony subsided and slowly, she returned to herself, able to think and remember.

She had no body. As she’d been for centuries, Nyro was once again no more than spirit. And that spirit was weak. Nearly destroyed this time, but not quite. She needed to heal. Gather her strength. In her present condition, she doubted she could produce the magic to reanimate a new body.

There was time. The enemy would gather their forces in Highgate in case their plan had failed. Nyro was still tethered to those other souls—the two girls. And through them, she retained her connection to all those others. She would regroup and then they would know hell on earth.

She would take Gorm’s body. He was male, but that hardly mattered. Among all the elf mages under her sway, he was the most powerful. She’d moved the two necromancers to a new castle on a different island, along with the guards and household staff. This campaign wouldn’t be like the last. Without her Sacred Circle, she’d need to oversee the operations herself. Those demon sorcerers could not be trusted to carry out the spirit of her orders, much less make important command decisions on their own.

Nyro could not risk taking the two necromancers into battle with her. Yet she’d learned the hard way the risks involved in leaving them behind. She had no choice. But she’d take every possible precaution. She’d purchased the new island using an assumed name. No one could trace it to Estrid—or her—this time. And she’d put the same barrier in place she’d had on the first island. And doubled the guard. She’d have to replace Gorm, but there was no way around that.

It would take a day or two to recover, then she’d need to possess a human and retrieve the pyramid artifact. She’d suspected a trap in Stoutwall and couldn’t risk losing it to the enemy. So she’d tucked it into the void, tethering it to a tree deep in the forest north of the castle, and setting one of her demons to stand guard over it.

Using the human, she could retrieve the artifact and open a portal back to Drengrvollr. Then she could dispose of the human and take Gorm’s body.

This was a setback, nothing more. And despite the inconvenience, it had been worth the risk. Acquiring the null could have changed everything. She never thought those righteous fools would use their own daughter as bait. Now she knew better. And she had to admire the ruthlessness of it—she didn’t think they had it in them.

Time. She only needed a little time to heal. Then, as she always did, she would begin again.


Chapter 24
Falling Back


Allison sent her specters to keep an eye on whatever was going on in Stoutwall. Halfway to Highgate, she spotted the dragons gamboling by a river far below. One of them flew up to meet them, and she recognized Magna. She had no doubt he was communicating with Mira using that special bond they shared. After a minute, he returned to his crash.

Reaching Highgate, Allison circled the city once. The army from Stoutwall was still making camp on the plain below the city walls, not far from Highgate’s forces. She landed on the keep roof, Khaldun, Mira, and Imani touching down right next to her. They got to their feet and Khaldun released the other soldiers from the void.

One of Salerna’s mages hurried over to meet them. Khaldun told him that one of their soldiers required a healer. He led them all inside, where they met the steward, who hurried off with the injured soldier. Alisson and Alanna followed Khaldun, Mira, and the others as the mage led them to the great hall. The rest of the group from Castle Stoutwall was here, waiting for Salerna’s staff to escort them to their chambers.

Allison and Alanna found Jezebel and Leda, and she gave Jezebel the bad news.

“Oh, no,” Jezebel said. “You’re sure of this? I don’t understand how Nyro could have survived.”

“Neither do I,” she said. “But we need to hold a council meeting with Salerna and the others immediately.”

Fifteen minutes later, she and Jezebel joined Princess Salerna, her son, Albert, Azure, and Highgate’s military commanders in her council chamber, along with Princes Augustine, Leto, and Carlo, Princess Yolanda, and all the various mages and military commanders from their princedoms. Azure put the spells in place to prevent magical observation of their meeting.

“I like your new look, Princess Allison,” Salerna said with a contemplative expression. “This is not how you appeared in the looking glass all those years ago.”

“We believed it was best for my visit to the elven lands, Your Highness,” she replied, “and I decided I like the change.”

Salerna nodded. “We are writing our own futures, it seems. This gives me hope. Please, proceed.”

Allison gave them her report about the events in Stoutwall and what she thought it meant.

“I left some of my specters behind to monitor the situation,” she told them. “The jet of fire shooting out of the ground has ended, leaving only a blackened pit, wide enough to engulf a small house. There is no sign of Nyro anywhere in the area. Her troops remain camped where they were when we left them, and her demon mages are flying patrol on their carpets.”

“This is dire news indeed,” Salerna said. “But we always knew this possibility existed, did we not?”

“Your Highness, the fear was that we wouldn’t be able to trap Nyro in the spike,” Allure said. “Allison did that. So, I’m afraid I have no explanation for how this might be possible.”

“We’re certain Nyro has escaped?” Azure asked.

“Yes, we are,” Allure said. “Had this worked, we would have finished the job by destroying the spike, using ancient spells designed for this purpose. But it is clear that the spike failed to contain Nyro. It makes no sense—we wove more than enough magic into the metal for this to work. But somehow, it didn’t.”

“Shadow agrees,” Allison said. “She believes Nyro must have foreseen this potential outcome ages ago and made preparations against it. None of us understand what that might have entailed, but it wouldn’t be the first time Nyro invented new magic to prevent her own demise.”

“What do we do now?” Prince Carlo asked.

“We must proceed with our original plan,” Augustine said. “Gather our forces here in Highgate, prepare for Nyro’s next attack, and do everything we can to defeat her.”

“Yes, I agree,” Salerna said. “We’ll need to bring Princess Miranda here from Bayfast along with her mages and her army. And it wouldn’t hurt to reach out to Prince Kamari in Okset once more. With twenty thousand troops from Bayfast, the twenty thousand new arrivals from Stoutwall, and Highgate’s standing army of twenty-five thousand, we have a force sixty-five thousand strong. But with her reinforcements, Nyro’s army now numbers somewhere above ninety-five thousand. My understanding is that Okset has a standing army of seventy thousand, plus as many as thirty thousand more once he calls in his levies?”

“That is our understanding, as well,” Jezebel said.

“Working together, Allure, Sage, Mist, and Battleaxe can transport Miranda and her people here,” Allison said. “I’ll contact Beast to arrange that. Traveling by portal, I can take our sorcerers to Bayfast, then proceed on my own to Okset and see if I can persuade Kamari to come to our aid.”

“In that case, you might as well make contact with Princess Zuri in Horn, too,” said Salerna. “Their standing army may be smaller than Okset’s, but it would still improve our situation, especially if Kamari remains stubborn.”

“Yes, Your Highness,” Allison said with a nod.

“We don’t know Nyro’s present location?” Prince Leto asked. “Or how long it might be before her next attack?”

“Unfortunately not,” Allison said. “She’ll need to acquire a new body. But she could do that immediately. We have to assume her attack here is imminent and prepare accordingly. I’ll keep my specters in Stoutwall, so we should have plenty of warning before her army moves here. And I’d like to return to her castle in Drengrvollr. She’s abandoned it, which means she must have moved her two necromancers elsewhere. I may be able to find some clues as to where they went.”

“Would you try rescuing Emma and Fang again if you do?” Allure asked.

“Perhaps,” Allison said with a shrug. “It will depend on what her defenses look like. Assuming it’s the same as her previous stronghold, it may be possible. Especially if she keeps them there and comes here herself to lead her forces.”

“That’s a good point,” Khaldun said. “That would provide an opportunity you didn’t have last time.”

“Yes, exactly,” Allison said. “I have to find them first. And she may not leave them behind after what happened with Syllith.”

“Surely she wouldn’t bring them here with her,” Battleaxe said.

“I doubt it,” Allison agreed. “But she may elect to stay behind to guard them herself.”

“You are welcome to try finding them in the looking glass,” Salerna said. “My joints are too stiff to make the trip up to the top of the crystal tower anymore, but Azure could take you when we’re done here.”

“I would appreciate that, Your Highness,” Allison said. She’d forgotten that the looking glass could locate people. After Jezebel’s journey all those years ago, she’d thought only of its ability to show visions of the future. An ability that had been greatly diminished since Mira’s transformation into a sorcerer.

“Azure, have you had any luck tracking down Saliman’s heirs?” Khaldun asked.

“We haven’t found a living descendant yet, but I believe we’re coming close,” the sorcerer said. “Our people have been scouring the Hall of Records and managed to trace the family line through several generations here in the city. They’ve changed their surnames a few times, so it’s made it a little difficult. It seems like they haven’t wanted to be found.”

“That’s hardly surprising,” Battleaxe said. “If I had a family history like theirs, I wouldn’t want to be found, either.”

A few of the others chuckled.

“We should redouble our efforts,” Salerna said. “If Saliman’s living heir has information regarding Nyro’s true name, we could end this war without any further bloodshed.”

“Yes, Your Highness,” Azure said.

“Princess Salerna, we should consider having Lady Mira put her null in place around the castle,” Augustine said. “That will eliminate Nyro’s ability to come here using a portal.”

“Yes, I agree,” she said. “Please proceed, Lady Mira, if it’s not too much trouble.”

“No trouble at all, Your Highness,” Mira said. She concentrated for a moment, and Allison felt her null snuff out her magic.

“Your Highness, this will prevent me from communing with my spirits,” Allison said. “As well as making communication by mirror impossible. Might you have somewhere in the city I could stay, outside of the null, to keep those channels open? Preferably not too far from the castle.”

“We do have a townhouse on the city’s fourth level, right outside the castle wall, that we normally use for visiting dignitaries here on extended visits,” Salerna said. “You’re welcome to reside there as long as necessary. I don’t believe it’s occupied at the moment.”

“It is not, Your Highness,” Azure confirmed. “I’ll have our steward show you to the property once we’re finished with the rest of our business,” he added to Allison.

They spent the next hour discussing their plans for defending the city against Nyro’s attack. Once the meeting had adjourned, Allison and Jezebel headed out with Azure. The sorcerer led them up to the keep roof and over to the crystal tower. He opened the great iron door, and the three of them went inside, climbing the spiral staircase.

Partway up, Allison felt her magic return and knew they’d moved out of Mira’s null. Her thighs were burning by the time they reached the top. Azure opened another iron door and they moved into the chamber. It was eight-sided and made entirely of crystal. Openings at the bottom of each wall allowed air to pass, making it quite windy inside. The view was amazing—more expansive than anything she’d seen without riding her carpet.

In the center of the chamber was a circular basin of water sitting on a crystal base. This had to be the looking glass. Azure invited Allison to have a look.

She moved to the basin and staring into the water, saw only her own reflection. “How does this work?”

“Her Highness typically used verbal commands,” Azure said. “But as long as you focus on the person you want to see, it should show them to you.”

“Show me Emma Barclay,” Allison said. The reflection on the water’s surface changed. It went black, except for two glowing figures lying on their backs. Emma and Fang. They seemed to be unconscious.

“I don’t understand,” Jezebel said. “Why is it so dark?”

“They must be in the void,” Allison said. “Nyro must have moved them there to add an extra layer of security. If someone were to infiltrate her new base of operations, they’d never know these two were there. Unless they were a sorcerer.”

“That’s assuming Nyro tethered them in place,” Azure pointed out. “She could be taking them with her, wherever she goes.”

“Perhaps,” Allison said. “She’d have to remove them from the void before moving them through a portal. And if she participates in the battle, keeping them with her that way could prove dangerous.”

“Can you see where this void is located?” Jezebel asked.

Allison focused on the vision in the basin, and said, “Show me where this is.” The image vanished, showing her only her reflection again. Allison and Azure both tried various approaches to get a look at what they wanted, but the looking glass wouldn’t—or couldn’t—cooperate.

“Show me Nyro,” Allison said finally. Her reflection faded, and the looking glass showed a blur of color, moving fast. “What is this?”

“I’m not sure,” Azure said. “I’ve never seen it do this before. Nyro could be using the spells that prevent magical observation.”

“I’ve always wondered if those would work against the looking glass,” Jezebel said.

Allison wondered if Nyro was moving through the spirit realm. This vision was similar to what she’d seen from Shadow’s perspective when they went there. They spent a few more minutes with the looking glass, but couldn’t glean anything further. Finally, they made the long trek back to the keep.

The steward told them his people would need a little time to prepare the townhouse for Allison, so she went up to Jezebel’s chambers with her. She had a bedroom and a washroom that connected with the girls’ chambers.

Allure came to find Allison and told her that she and the others were ready to go to Bayfast whenever she was. The townhouse was ready, so she went to see that, and Allure, Mist, Battleaxe, and Sage went with her.

“This place is beautiful,” Battleaxe said, going out on the second-floor terrace from the main bedroom. Allison would enjoy the gorgeous view of the city and surrounding plain. “And there’s a tavern next door. Can’t beat that!”

The other three joined them on the terrace, and all five sorcerers removed their carpets from the void. Allison produced her pyramid and created a portal to the keep roof of Princess Miranda’s castle. They walked through, and she let it close behind her.

Their sudden appearance startled Beast, who had been dozing in the far corner as a tiger. He whined before shifting into his human form, completely naked. Allison and the others tucked their carpets into the void.

“Well, hello there,” Battleaxe said with a grin as Beast approached, looking him up and down.

“Princess Allison,” the sorcerer said with a bow. “To what do we owe this unexpected pleasure?”

She gave him a brief update on the recent events in the war with Nyro. “I’m afraid she could attack at any moment, so the time has come to marshal all of our resources in the defense of Highgate.”

“Yes, of course,” he said. “I can take you to see Her Highness immediately. Without any notice, it will take us a while to prepare. It’s a long march to Highgate.”

“No march will be necessary,” Allison told him with a grin. “This is Allure, Battleaxe, Sage, and Mist, from the university. They can transport your entire army and any support staff you require by carpet.”

“That must be an awfully large carpet,” he said with a confused grin.

“I’ll allow Allure to explain,” she said. “I must continue to Okset.”

“Has Prince Kamari reconsidered sending aid, then?” Beast asked.

“Not yet,” Allison told him. She bade the other sorcerers farewell, then took off on her carpet. Her next stop would be whatever room in his palace Kamari was currently occupying, and she didn’t want him to recognize her whereabouts. This would be a bold move, and she didn’t want to implicate Bayfast or any of the other princedoms in her actions.

Flying across the river and well south of the city, she found an empty field and landed there. She sent Shadow ahead to the prince’s palace. It took her only moments to locate the prince in his council chambers with several of his advisers. Rolling up her carpet and hoisting it over one shoulder, Allison opened a portal, walking right into the chamber and startling Kamari and his people. She let the portal close, tucking her carpet and pyramid into the void.

“Who are you?” the prince demanded, getting to his feet. The two guards standing by the door rushed into position to protect their prince from her. “What is the meaning of this?”

“I am Princess Consort Allison Barclay from Spanbrook,” she told them. “I had business in Drengrvollr and Snaerverold, so we altered my appearance to appear Shifari.”

“Why?” the prince’s sorcerer asked. She was the only non-Shifari in the room. This had to be Siren.

“The elves are prejudiced against humans,” Allison said. “Less so when it comes to Shifari, apparently—but that’s not important right now. I am here to demand that Okset come to our aid against Nyro. The armies from Blacksand, Spanbrook, Keepstone, Stoutwall, and Bayfast are gathering in Highgate to make their last stand. Yet we are badly outnumbered. Adding your military might to our own, we might yet prevail. Help us, Prince Kamari, I implore you.”

He met her gaze, saying nothing for a few moments. Finally, he cracked a smile, and said, “Leave us.”

The others got to their feet and left the council chamber, but Siren said, “Your Highness, I should remain by your side.”

“I’ll be all right,” he told her. “You may go.”

She bowed and left the room with the others. The guards stepped into the corridor, closing the doors behind them.

“Please, have a seat,” the prince said, sitting down at the head of his table. Allison took the adjacent chair. “How did you appear out of nowhere like that?”

Allison pulled her pyramid out of the void, placing it on the table in front of her. “Using this. It creates a portal to any other place I wish.”

“Fascinating,” he said. “Where did you acquire such a powerful tool?”

“Nyro and her people used them in ancient times,” she told him. “She didn’t create them, though, and I don’t know where they came from originally.”

“You are a sorcerer, then,” he said.

“I was. Recently, I became a necromancer.” Khaldun had darkened her eyes as part of her transformation, so he wouldn’t be able to tell from her irises.

“I seem to recall hearing about you before,” he said, furrowing his brow in concentration. “You were the heir apparent in Spanbrook before your metamorphosis, were you not?”

“Yes, that’s correct.”

“Yet now you’re the Princess Consort?”

“Forgive me, Your Highness,” she said, tucking her pyramid back into the void. “I’m not sure how this is relevant.”

He nodded, looking her up and down. “You can summon demons?”

Allison called three of her minor spirits, commanding them to become visible and converge on Kamari. They appeared as dark shadows with burning red eyes and sharp fangs approaching the prince. He jumped to his feet, knocking his chair over and backing away, holding his hands in front of him as if to fend off the demons.

“Send them away!” he said, a quaver in his voice.

Allison banished them, flashing the prince a smile. “The little ones aren’t very powerful, but they’re quite useful in their own ways.”

“I can imagine,” he muttered, righting his chair and sitting down again. “Please forgive me, but thus far, Nyro has posed no threat to Okset or any part of Shifar. I see no reason to put our troops in harm’s way.”

“You must be joking,” she said. “Her stated purpose is the extermination of everyone in Anoria. You can count on her invading your princedom once she’s wiped out the rest of us.”

The prince tapped one finger on the tabletop for a few moments. “How many troops do you each have?”

“Nyro has roughly ninety-five thousand, all elves. We have sixty-five thousand.”

“Hmm. Not the best odds, you’re right. You must have quite a few sorcerers, though?”

“Eight in addition to myself. Plus forty forty-odd elvish mages, who are each roughly equivalent to one of our sorcerers. And a dozen or two normal human mages. The other side has seven demon mages—deceased human sorcerers whose demons have reanimated elvish bodies. Plus two necromancers, a dozen wraiths, and dozens of elvish mages. Not to mention that every elf can wield the four basic forces.”

“I see,” Kamari said, taking a deep breath. “Well, I’m sure the battle in Highgate will diminish their numbers to some extent. So if they do attack here, they’ll be more manageable.”

Allison chuckled derisively. “Don’t you understand what you’re facing here? Nyro is the most powerful mage in the history of Anoria. When she’s finished with us, she will come here. And though your own troops may well outnumber hers by then, who do you have for mages? Siren and a handful of witches and wizards? Against the greatest thaumaturgic force Anoria has seen in centuries?”

Kamari shrugged.

“She will destroy you. Our only hope is to join forces now. With the magical forces we’ve already assembled and our combined military might, we might stand a chance.”

The prince considered it, tapping his finger on the table again. Finally, he flashed her a grin. “What would be in it for me if I were to agree?”

“I’m sorry, what?” she said, shaking her head. “Our continued existence as a species is what would be in it for you. The survival of your princedom.”

“Yes, yes, but I’m not eager to join this fight prematurely. Perhaps you could provide some extra benefits for me in exchange for my early participation.”

She had a bad feeling she knew exactly where he was going with this. “Your Highness, I am married. And I have never had any romantic interest in men.”

“You misunderstand me,” he said, shaking his head. “I have requested additional sorcerers, but the university has refused.”

“They allow no more than one per princedom,” she said. “It’s not my rule, so I’m afraid I can’t help you with that.”

“Yet I understand that Spanbrook has three?” he said with a grin. “You could perhaps influence them to, ah, bend the rules for me.”

“I can try.” If the cost of adding Okset’s army to their own was sending him an extra sorcerer, it would be well worth it.

“Good,” he said with a nod. “If you were to enter my service, I’m quite sure I could be persuaded to assist in your war effort.”

“That’s impossible. I’m already assigned to Spanbrook. And my family is there—Princess Jezebel and I have children.”

He shrugged, flashing her that grin she was coming to despise. “We all face difficult decisions in life.”

“They could assign one of the others to Okset,” she said. She wasn’t sure any of them would want to come here, either. But that would be up to them.

“I think they don’t have any other necromancers, though.”

“That’s your price, then? Me or nothing?”

“One person in exchange for a hundred thousand,” he said with a shrug. “Sounds like a good bargain to me.”

Allison sighed and had to fight back tears. The thought of leaving Jezebel and the girls was too much to bear. Yet if doing so could save Anoria? She didn’t believe they could defeat Nyro without Okset’s force of arms. The numbers were simply too overwhelming.

“I’ll need to think about this. If I agree, I have your guarantee you’ll send your army to Highgate?”

“No, no,” he said, waving one hand dismissively. “You would be welcome to bring the others here and add your combined military and thaumaturgic forces to my own. We will fight the enemy in Okset.”

Allison doubted very much Salerna would agree to this. But she said, “I’ll need to present your offer to the others. Someone will be in touch very soon.”

“Very well,” he said, standing up with a predatory grin. “I look forward to your decision.”

Allison got to her feet. “Thank you, Your Highness. Could someone escort me to your roof?”

“You won’t be departing the same way you arrived?” he asked.

“No, I’ll be taking my carpet to my next destination,” she said. It was a lie. She needed to send Shadow ahead before opening her portal and didn’t want to spend another moment in his presence.

The prince led her out of the council chamber and ordered one of his guards to escort her to the roof. Allison followed him through the palace, nearly oblivious to her surroundings. She couldn’t stop thinking about his proposal. Leaving Jezebel and the girls to save Anoria.

Long ago, she’d been forced into leaving Spanbrook to go to the university. She’d hated having her fate decided by others. Her future ripped out of her own hands. This would be different, though. Jezebel would never order her to do this. The decision would be hers.

No part of her wanted to make this sacrifice. She loved her life in Spanbrook with her family. Her extended family, which included Khaldun and Mira. Jezebel’s parents. Emma. She desperately missed the life they’d made there and she couldn’t wait to get it back.

But they were going to lose in Highgate without Kamari’s help. Unless they could unearth Nyro’s true name before the battle started. But there was no guarantee they’d ever find that.

As much as she dreaded the idea, Allison knew she would make this sacrifice if it were the only way to save Anoria. And at this point, it might very well be that.

Allison reached the roof with the guard, standing there for a moment and taking in the view. She could see the entire city from here, as well as the river and the sea beyond. It was beautiful.

“Did he offer you a deal?” a voice said from behind her.

Turning, Allison spotted Siren approaching. She’d been so lost in her thoughts, she hadn’t noticed her standing there. “Oh, he sure did.”

“Let me guess. He demanded an additional sorcerer in exchange for sending aid.”

“You know him well,” she observed.

“The prince isn’t a bad ruler. Ambitious, though. I know his requests for additional sorcerers have been denied.”

“Yes, well, I’ll have to present his offer to Princesses Salerna and Jezebel, and the governors, of course, and see what they say. It’s not my decision to make.”

“Hmm. Well, let me offer you a little advice. Make sure he fulfills his end of the bargain before you provide him anything—or anyone—in exchange.”

“Oh? Does he have a history of reneging on such deals?”

“You could say that,” she said with a shrug. “Some princes from Maeda wronged his family long ago, and the Okseti princes have been suspicious of non-Shifari rulers ever since.”

“I appreciate the warning,” Allison said. There was no way she would throw her life away for nothing. They would have to wait for Kamari to honor his end of the deal first.

“Would you be willing to show me how you do that portal thing again?” Siren said with a grin.

Allison chuckled, removing the pyramid and her carpet from the void. “Give me a moment. I need to send my demon ahead to make sure the coast is clear at my destination first.”

“Oh, of course,” Siren said. “Take your time!”

Allison summoned Shadow and sent her to Horn. The demon moved through the spirit realm, emerging in the physical world high above the city, giving her a bird’s eye view. Like Okset, the buildings were all built from stone. But the city was spread out in a way Allison had never seen before. There were multiple plateaus overlapping each other along the coast like dragon’s scales. Each plateau hosted its own cluster of buildings, almost like separate cities. Cliffs separated each level, but structures had been built into many of the cliffsides, linking the urban clusters together. And roads with multiple switchbacks had been carved out of the cliff faces, providing access from one level to the next.

A palace with high towers and golden domes sat atop the highest plateau, and Allison had no doubt that was where they would find Princess Zuri. She didn’t want to barge in on her like she had with Kamari, though. Unlike their efforts with Okset, they’d made only their initial overture there.

“I’ll be going now,” Allison said to Siren. “Thank you again.”

“My pleasure,” she said. “Please keep me apprised of your progress in the war. Khaldun can reach me with his mirror.”

“I will.”

Allison opened a portal to Horn, directly in front of the palace gate. Walking through it, she let it close behind her and tucked her pyramid and carpet back into the void. A couple of guards came hurrying out of the gatehouse, weapons drawn, demanding that she identify herself and state her purpose.

“I am Princess Consort Allison Barclay from Spanbrook in the kingdom of Dorshire,” she told them, “here to request an audience with Princess Zuri.”

One of the guards returned to the gatehouse, while the other remained, sheathing his sword. Several minutes later, the gate opened and a hooded mage emerged.

“Princess Allison?” he said. His dark, golden skin and red eyes meant this could only be Zuri’s sorcerer, Davu. Like Khaldun, he’d never bothered taking a new name. He and Sage were the only sorcerers who came from Shifar.

“Yes,” she said. “You must be Davu, I presume.”

“That is correct, Your Highness. Forgive me, but you don’t look like a Dorshirite.”

“Ah, yes. I had business in the elven lands, and given their prejudice against humans, we felt it was best to change my appearance,” she explained. “Apparently they’re more tolerant of Shifari.”

“You’ve been physically transformed?” he said, raising an eyebrow. “Are you a shapeshifter, then?”

“No, one of our other sorcerers has the ability to change others’ appearances,” she said, growing impatient. “Will it be possible for me to speak with Princess Zuri?”

“Her Highness is very busy. She has asked me to inquire as to the reason for your unexpected visit.” Allison told him about the impending battle with Nyro and their need for aid. “Understood. Please excuse me for a moment.” He wandered off, producing a mirror and speaking into it for a minute. When he returned, he said, “Her Highness wonders if Prince Kamari of Okset is sending aid.”

“He is not,” she said.

The sorcerer nodded. “I’m afraid Princess Zuri will be unable to take part in this conflict at this time.”

“Why does Okset’s participation figure into this decision?” she said. “Nyro will come for your princedom if Highgate falls, regardless of Kamari’s involvement.”

“Any invading force would have to pass through Okset to reach Horn, Your Highness,” he said, and she thought she detected an apologetic tone. His thoughts betrayed a belief that Horn should come to their aid, but it was Zuri’s decision to make, not his. “Perhaps if Okset does eventually enter this war, you could try again. I believe Her Highness might be more amenable at such a time.”

“Let me speak with her now,” Allison said. “If she understood how dire⁠—”

“I do apologize, Your Highness, but that will not be possible. Princess Zuri has made her position clear.”

Allison nodded. It would be possible if she opened a portal into the palace. But she didn’t feel this would get her very far. She thanked Davu for his time and moved away from the gates.

Summoning Shadow, Allison sent her to Nyro’s old island castle in Drengrvollr. The demon moved through the spirit realm, emerging over the bay. There was no sign of any magic in place over the island—Allison had half-expected to see Nyro’s barrier back in place. Shadow moved into the castle, quickly checking all the rooms, but the place was deserted.

Davu was watching her, so she considered flying away on her carpet before going to Drengrvollr. Yet perhaps it would be good for him to realize she could enter the palace anytime she wanted but chose to accept Zuri’s wishes. For now.

Pulling her pyramid and carpet out of the void, Allison opened a portal to the castle’s dining room, stepping through it and closing it behind her. It was dark here, so she called a small flame to light her way. Tucking her belongings back into the void, she moved through the castle once, checking every area for active spells, but there were none. Shadow could have done that for her, but she preferred to take care of it herself. She hadn’t expected to find anything, either. What she was after was any trace of the last magic performed here.

Nyro seemed to spend a lot of her time in the dining room, so Allison returned there. She could sense the echoes of many powerful spells performed in this room. She cast the spell to reveal the last magic Nyro had done. The scene changed. It was still nighttime, but a few of the torches were burning in their sconces. Nyro was here with Emma and Fang, but otherwise, the house seemed empty.

As Allison watched, Nyro held her pyramid in one hand and opened a portal. This was what Allison wanted to see. Gazing through the rift, she tried to glean anything about the area beyond that might help her determine where Nyro had gone. It was an empty room, another dining room, perhaps, with stone walls. She could see a couple of large windows, and it was dark outside there, too. There was no furniture, and the walls were bare. Nothing to betray the place’s location. No sounds or scents, either.

Nyro followed the other two through the portal and it closed behind her. The scene around Allison returned to the present time.

“Damn,” she muttered. That wasn’t very helpful. It looked like Nyro had probably gone to another castle somewhere. On the same side of the world as her old one. It would have been light out if she’d gone to Anoria. Beyond that, it was impossible to say.

Removing the pyramid and her carpet from the void, she opened a portal to Highgate, right in front of her townhouse, and walked through it.


Chapter 25
True Name


Tucking her things into the void, Allison went up to the castle, entering through the gate and passing into Mira’s null. She didn’t think she’d ever get used to the sensation of losing her magic. She felt naked without it.

Allison found Jezebel in her chambers with the girls. The two of them sat down at the table by the window, and she told her about her meeting with Prince Kamari—and what Siren had told her.

“He’s not dealing in good faith,” Jezebel said with a sigh. “What a bastard. Well, I’ll bring this up with Salerna, of course, but if we can’t take him at his word, what are we supposed to do?”

“We should agree to his terms, but insist that he honor his end of the bargain first,” Allison said. “If he lets us take our people there, armies and all, and fights by our side…” She finished with a shrug.

“You’d be willing to enter his service?” Jezebel asked incredulously.

“If it would save Anoria? Jez, what choice would we have? I don’t want to leave you and the girls, but if that’s what it takes to stop Nyro from exterminating our people, how can I refuse?”

“We can win here without Kamari,” Jezebel insisted. “Highgate’s impregnable.”

“It’s not,” Allison said. “I could infiltrate it, with or without Mira’s null in place, so you’d better believe that Nyro can, too.”

“By causing an earthquake,” Jezebel said, with a look of dawning comprehension.

“And we’re badly outnumbered on the battlefield. Unless we can find her true name, I don’t see how we can pull out a victory here.”

“So what do we do?” Jezebel said, tears welling up in her eyes.

“We fight,” Allison said with a shrug. “And if she defeats us here, we fall back to Bayfast. And if we lose there… you and I take the girls and flee to Ostland.”

Jezebel giggled and hugged her tight.

Allison went to find Asmund and Gyda. They had adjoining chambers on the level below Jezebel’s. Allison asked if their people had spotted Nyro’s new hideout anywhere, but they hadn’t. Since leaving her island, Nyro hadn’t been seen anywhere in Drengrvollr.

That didn’t mean much. It was a massive kingdom, and there were vast tracts of territory with no representation in their resistance movement. She’d gotten her hopes up that maybe someone would know her whereabouts, but it wasn’t to be.

Allison left the castle and returned to her townhouse. Sitting on the terrace outside the bedroom, she checked in with her specters in Stoutwall. There was no change. The elvish army was still camped exactly where it had been before, and the spirits hadn’t seen anyone enter or leave the camp since their departure.

The demon that had been watching over Castle Stoutwall was gone, though. That was something. Allison summoned another specter and had it check the space above Highgate. Sure enough, there was a powerful demon lurking over the castle. There was no way to know for sure if it was the same one that had been watching Stoutwall. But it hardly mattered. No demon would behave like this on its own. Nyro must have sent it. And that provided further proof that she had survived their spike.

Allison realized suddenly how hungry she was, but didn’t feel like moving. The view from the terrace was so beautiful, she just wanted to soak it in. She spotted several dragons roosting on the city walls and had to laugh. She’d wondered where they’d gone—she hadn’t seen them since arriving here. The area around the city was pretty arid, though, without any big forests the beasts would normally use for their hunting grounds. She suspected they’d had to venture farther out to find food.

The sunset was breathtaking. Allison could certainly get used to this view. She reflected on all the twists and turns in her life that had brought her to this moment. Growing up an only child, she’d never questioned that she’d inherit her father’s princedom. The issues of marriage and children were thorny ones, given that she was attracted only to women. She would have had to take a man to bed eventually to produce an heir. But that was not her fate.

Jezebel had risked life and limb, traveling the continent to find a way to save her from a vicious haunting. Coming to this very city, in fact, not even the farthest point along her journey. In the end, Jezebel had saved her, yet a cruel twist of fate had driven them apart. Allison transformed into a sorcerer. Never had she betrayed the slightest sign of magic, yet there she was. Shipped off to the university against her will.

In hindsight, she was glad it had all unfolded the way it did. She couldn’t imagine her life without magic. And she enjoyed the life of a princess consort and court mage far more than she would have that of a ruling princess. Jezebel always included her in major decisions, but the burden of responsibility didn’t rest on her shoulders. It was a freedom she’d grown to cherish.

Allison had first come to this city a captive of Prince Henry. Those days had been something out of a nightmare. And she’d considered taking her own life more than once to escape it. She was thankful now, of course, that she hadn’t chosen that path. Never would she have known the love and joy she shared with Jezebel. Nor would she have known Alanna or Leda or been a mother to them. Or experienced the pride of watching them grow into strong young women. No, Allison wouldn’t trade this life of hers for anything.

Yet as she visited this city now, once again in a time of war, the stakes were higher than ever. The enemy threatened to eliminate everything she and Jezebel had built in Spanbrook, everyone they loved, and their very civilization. The last time she was here, she’d had no control over her actions, much less her own life. This time, it couldn’t be more different. The odds were against them, but she was here by choice. And as much as it was ever possible for anyone, she had a measure of control. Not over the outcome, perhaps, but certainly in how they responded to this threat. And however it ended, that made all the difference.

She heard someone knocking and went to see who it was. Unlocking and opening the door, she found Jezebel standing there. “I’m sorry—I wouldn’t have locked it if I knew you were coming.”

“I miss you,” Jezebel said, embracing her. “And I’m famished. Have you eaten?”

“No, and I’m so hungry I could eat a horse.”

They went to eat at the tavern next door. There was an outdoor patio out back, so they sat there. Jezebel asked the server for water, and she returned a minute later with a full pitcher and two glasses, pouring some for each of them.

“I’m going to stay with you here in the city,” Jezebel said, drinking some of her water. “I don’t want to be separated from you at a time like this.”

“What about the girls?”

“Khaldun and Mira are staying in my chambers. They’ll keep an eye on them.”

“Fair enough,” Allison said, taking a long drink of wine. “I’ll enjoy a little time alone together. Despite the circumstances.”

They ate dinner and sat up late. Jezebel told her that Alanna had met Sigrid in the courtyard earlier, scaring passersby out of their skin, and confirmed that they’d ventured out to the forest across the river to go hunting.

Jezebel was growing tired, so they returned to the townhouse. Allison stripped out of her armor and helped Jezebel out of her dress. Lying in bed, they kissed passionately and stayed up late into the night making love. Allison never wanted to lose this.

She woke at dawn to the sound of someone knocking on the door. Slipping out of bed, she was about to don her armor, when she spotted a robe hanging on the back of the washroom door, and put that on instead. She opened the door to find Shatter, Imani, and Battleaxe standing there.

“Good morning, Princess,” Battleaxe said with a grin. “We’re going to train. Care to join us?”

“Yes, definitely,” she said. The exercise would do her some good. Get her mind off all the recent developments for a little while. “Come inside while I change into my armor.”

They waited for her while she ran upstairs. Jezebel was dead to the world, so Allison let her sleep, doing her best to be quiet as she slipped into the leather. She joined the others, and they headed out of the city. Out on the plain, there was plenty of space for them.

Battleaxe told her that they’d brought Princess Miranda and Beast along with their other mages and their army to Highgate without any trouble. Miranda had insisted on being tucked into the void with her people—she was terrified of flying.

Allison only had her new two-handed sword and the daggers in her leg sheaths. Her other weapons were in Jezebel’s chambers in the castle. But she usually fought with the large blade anyway, so that was fine.

It felt good to work up a sweat. She had a couple of turns with each of them and was able to win every bout. Shatter nearly beat her the second time, but she finally managed to disarm him and knock him off his feet.

“I miss the lake,” Battleaxe said, gazing around the plain when they were done. “The river’s a little far.”

“You could fly us there,” Imani said, stripping out of her armor. Her squire and Shatter’s had both met them by the city gate, carrying their armor out for them.

“What’s the current like here?” Battleaxe asked. “It’s deadly up near Arthos.”

“It’s not bad this far south,” Shatter said.

“All right,” Battleaxe said with a shrug. “Let’s do it.”

She and Allison stripped out of their leather, and she pulled her carpet out of the void. Once Shatter and Imani had finished taking off their plate and underclothing, Battleaxe flew them over to the river.

The bank was rather steep, and the current seemed pretty strong to Allison, but they climbed down to the water and jumped in. It was cold, and Allison whooped as goosebumps formed on her skin. This was much more invigorating than the lake, and she had to swim continuously to stop from being swept downriver.

When they climbed out of the water, they found Azure standing at the top of the bank. “Now I’ve seen everything,” he said, and though she couldn’t see his face through his mask, Allison was pretty sure he had to be grinning from ear to ear.

“You should try it sometime,” Allison said, smiling back at him. She didn’t think she’d ever seen him out of his leather outfit, facemask, and morion. “Very refreshing.”

“I have an image to maintain,” he said.

“Yeah, it’s hard to inspire fear when people have seen you swimming buck naked in the river,” Battleaxe said.

“Indeed,” Azure agreed. “Princess Allison, Her Highness wanted to inform you that we’ve found a name. Saliman’s last living descendant. He’s here in the city. If you’d care to, ah, get dressed and meet me in the entry hall, I’ll be going out to his last known residence after breakfast.”

“I’ll be there,” she said, trying not to get her hopes up too high. This was probably a dead end.

Azure took off on his carpet. Allison went back with the other three to where they’d left the squires. Once the four of them had gotten dressed, they headed up to the castle. Inside the great hall, they sat with Jezebel and the girls, Mira, and Khaldun for breakfast. Allison told them the news as they ate. Khaldun wanted to go with her, so once they’d finished eating, the two of them went out to the entry hall to meet Azure.

“The man we’re seeking is named Bartholomew Townsend,” the sorcerer told them as he led them through the city. “He’s a cobbler if our information is accurate.”

They found the man’s dwelling on the city’s second level. His shop occupied the first floor and it looked like he had an apartment on the upper level. The shop was closed, so Azure knocked on the door to the apartment. There was no answer, so he tried again, louder this time.

Finally, they heard footsteps coming down the stairs inside. A sleepy-eyed man with white hair and a lot of wrinkles opened the door, gazing around at the three of them. His eyes went wide, and he suddenly seemed much more alert. Allison could sense that he was afraid they were there to apprehend him. He was Saliman’s heir, all right, and had taken great pains to keep that fact a secret.

“Bartholomew Townsend?” Azure asked.

“Barty, my lord,” he said. “I ain’t done nothing wrong, I swear. Just a simple cobbler, my lord, trying my best to get by.”

“You don’t stand accused of any crime,” Azure told him. “We just have some questions for you.”

“All right,” the man said, and Allison could sense his cautious relief. “What about?”

“Might we come inside?” Azure asked.

“The place is a bit of a mess, to be honest, my lord,” he said. Allison sensed only embarrassment from him, not anything nefarious. “Could we talk in the shop?”

“That would be fine,” Azure said.

“Wait here—I’ll open it up for us.”

He closed the door, and they heard footsteps moving upstairs. A minute later, he appeared in the shop and invited them inside. As he closed the door behind him, Allison sensed Azure casting the spells to prevent magical observation.

“So, ah, what is it I can do for you, my lord?”

“Our city is once again under imminent threat of attack,” Azure told him. “And this time, Nyro herself leads the forces arrayed against us. You’ve heard of Nyro, haven’t you?”

Allison could tell that he’d grown up knowing her history.

“Aye, I seem to recall a story or two from my youth,” he said.

“Our people have done some research, Barty,” Azure said. “It turns out you’re the last living descendant of King Saliman. The one responsible for unleashing Nyro on our world. Did you know about that?”

“No, there must be some mistake,” he said. “My family ain’t never been related to kings,” he said with a chuckle. “Look at this place, my lord! A simple life is all I’ve ever known. I ain’t related to royalty!”

“You’re lying,” Allison said. “You’ve always known you were descended from kings, but you’ve kept that secret, fearing what might happen if people ever found out. Just like your father always had, and his father before him.”

The man gaped at her. He was terrified.

“We’re not holding your ancestry against you,” Azure said. “Your secret is safe with us. And I assure you we are not here to arrest you—if that were the case, we would have done it already.”

“We only need information,” Allison said.

“I-I’m not sure I’ll be much help, my lady,” he said. “But I’ll assist however I can. I don’t want no trouble.”

“We are seeking Nyro’s true name,” Azure told him. “The name holds the power to destroy her. And if we can find it, we may be able to eliminate this threat and save the city. Did your mother or father ever tell you anything about this?”

Barty shifted his gaze between the two of them for a moment, then said, “They never told me no name.” He was telling the truth. “But my dad sat me down once, and ’splained where I could find it. I went looking for it after he passed away, though, and I’m sorry to say he was full of shit. Wasn’t nothing there.”

“Where was it?” Allison asked, her heart pounding in her chest.

“Dad said the name was inscribed on a stone tablet attached to the grave of the last king,” he told them. “So I went to the catacombs to see for myself.”

“The catacombs have been closed to the public for centuries,” Azure said. “How did you get in?”

“I knew someone,” he said with a shrug. “Used to be a hidden entrance in the cellar of one of the nearby buildings. That was a long time ago, though. It’s been sealed off for years.”

Allison could tell Azure was skeptical, but the man was telling the truth.

“Anyway,” he continued. “I found the grave of King Verus. And other than his name, the dates of his birth and death, and those of his reign, there weren’t nothing written there at all. No tablet of any kind, other than the headstone.”

“There could be something hidden,” Allison said. If a mage had left the tablet there, it could be tucked into the void. Or even buried with the king.

“Yes, we should investigate,” Azure said. “Thank you for your time, Barty.”

The man radiated relief, even smiling for the first time.

They left the shop, and Azure led them through the city, up to the third level and the entry to the catacombs. The two guards stationed there stood aside to let them pass. Allison and Khaldun followed Azure through a long tunnel. It grew darker as they moved farther from the entry, and the sorcerer called a flame to light their way.

The tunnel opened into a massive chamber with low ceilings, and the little flame wasn’t enough to penetrate the darkness. Azure grew it larger until it illuminated the entire space, and a shiver ran down Allison’s spine. Thousands of skulls lined the walls.

“I came here with Jezebel and Raphael,” Khaldun said. “My memory of this place doesn’t do it justice.”

“This is only the antechamber,” Azure said. “It’s where they buried the common soldiers in the ancient wars. According to legend, they’ll rise again in a final battle to protect the city.”

“Let’s hope that time isn’t upon us now,” Khaldun said.

Across the chamber, they passed through a stone archway, through a short passage, and into a vast chamber with vaulted ceilings. Giant niches lined the walls, each hosting a stone sarcophagus. Above each of those, carved into the wall, was a different scene.

“These are the ancient kings,” Khaldun said. “Raphael told us that the carvings depict an important event from each king’s reign.”

“Yes, that’s right,” Azure said.

He led them to the far end of the chamber, where the last sarcophagus appeared to be much newer than the others. “Here lies King Verus,” Azure told them. “The last king of Maeda.”

Allison examined the grave in the light of Azure’s fire. Barty was right. There was nothing inscribed here beyond the headstone, which did not provide Nyro’s true name. She wasn’t mentioned at all, but Azure told them that the scene carved on the wall represented her killing Verus. She was depicted in the nude, of course, wielding a massive sword with rays shooting out of her head.

“I sense nothing tucked into the void,” Allison said. “No active spells of any kind.”

“Could there be something inside the sarcophagus?” Khaldun said.

“One way to find out,” Azure replied. Holding out one hand, he called air, lifting the massive stone lid and setting it aside.

Allison gazed inside. There was a burial shroud, nothing more. She poked the center section of the shroud, and it collapsed.

“His remains would have long since turned to dust,” Azure said. “Nyro’s true name is not here.” Calling air again, he replaced the lid.

“This is disappointing,” Allison said.

“Now, hold on,” Khaldun said. “Raphael told us Verus was originally buried in a pauper’s grave outside the city. The first prince had him moved here after Nyro’s downfall.”

“The timing doesn’t work out, then,” Allison said. “If someone affixed a tablet with Nyro’s true name to his grave in Saliman’s time, or his immediate heir’s, then there’s no way it could be here.”

“I don’t suppose there’s any record of where Verus’s original burial site might be?” Khaldun asked.

“Not that I’ve ever heard,” said Azure. “But I wonder if we’ve got the right king.”

“Was Verus not the last?” Allison asked.

“He was the last king of Maeda,” Azure said. “To anyone in the early days of Nyro’s reign, Saliman would have been considered the first emperor. Making his predecessor the last king of Pytha.”

“And Saliman was Pythan, of course,” said Allison. “So it makes sense that his descendants would have been referring to their Pythan ancestors when referring to the ‘last king’.”

“According to the history book your people translated for us, that would be King Majid,” said Khaldun. “Do we know where he’s buried?”

“I’m sure our scholars do,” Azure said. “Let’s find out.”

They returned to the castle, and Azure led them to their library. It was in the rear of the castle and occupied three levels. The only larger one Allison had seen was their own in Castle Barclay.

Azure conferred with one of their scholars, and she led them through the stacks. Searching the shelves, she pulled out an ancient-looking leather-bound tome and took it to a nearby table. After thumbing through its pages for a minute, she found a map of Pytha.

“This was Parthia,” she said, pointing to a city two-thirds of the way down the kingdom’s eastern coast, roughly equal in latitude to Okset City. “The capital of ancient Pytha.”

She turned several more pages, stopping at a sketch. “This is the only known map of Parthia. Here at the top of this hill was where the castle stood. The royal catacombs were accessible from the base of the hill, here by the sea.”

“I thought history books about ancient Pytha were lost in the purge,” Khaldun said.

“Only those containing information about Nyro,” the scholar said. “This book predates her reign by a few centuries. Of course, few texts remain from that era regardless, as most were lost to time. But this has been in our collection for centuries.”

Azure thanked the woman, and they left the library.

“Shall we pay a visit to Parthia?” Allison said when they reached the entry hall.

“I must remain here,” Azure said, “but the two of you should see what you can find. I’ll inform Princess Salerna.”

“We should let Jezebel and Mira know where we’re going, too,” Khaldun said to Allison.

They went up to his chambers, but no one was there. They found the two of them in the great hall with Alanna and Leda having breakfast. Allison was famished, so she and Khaldun sat down to eat with them, telling them about their search for Nyro’s true name.

When they were done, Allison left the castle with Khaldun. Inside her townhouse, they went up to the second-floor terrace. The two of them pulled their carpets out of the void, and Allison opened a portal to Parthia. They flew through it, and she tucked the pyramid into the void.

The entire city lay in ruins. It looked like it had been quite large in its day, but not a single structure remained standing. They flew over the hill by the sea, circling the ruins of the ancient castle. The lifelessness here struck Allison. The color green was nowhere to be seen, as if the spells placed upon this land had sucked the life force out of not only its citizens but the plant life, too.

Flying over the sea, they spotted the entrance to the catacombs. They landed on the rocky beach near the cavern, tucking their carpets into the void, and walking the rest of the way. Inside, it was very dark, so Allison called a flame to light their way.

Following a narrow passage, they reached an enormous hall with pillars of stone holding up a vaulted ceiling. Dozens of sarcophagi filled the space, but all of their lids had been removed, many of them lying broken on the ground. Most were missing headstones, too.

“The whole place has been looted,” Allison said, crestfallen. “We should still try to find Majid’s grave, just to be sure, but how are we supposed to identify it?”

Khaldun gazed around the space for a few moments. “These sarcophagi up front look much older than the ones farther back. It seems like they buried the kings in order. Let’s take a look.”

They wandered through the crypt, finally locating what was probably the last king’s tomb by the rear wall. Like all the others, the lid to his sarcophagus was missing. Behind it, there was a rectangular recess in the wall where his tombstone would have been.

Allison examined the entire area around the grave, but there was nothing inscribed anywhere. “Could it have been on his headstone?”

“That’s my guess,” Khaldun said with a shrug. “But it appears that’s long gone.”

All of the newest tombs were missing headstones, and they hadn’t detected anything tucked into the void around any of the sarcophagi. “That’s it, then,” she said with a sigh. “This is the end of the road.”

“Perhaps not,” he said pensively. “Syllith mentioned in her journal that Kongese antique dealers had plundered this land of ancient artifacts to sell to rich buyers. Chances are that’s what happened to Majid’s headstone.”

“That’s not much help,” Allison said. “It could be anywhere in Kong by now.”

“I’m not so sure. Hido is the one major city in the entire kingdom. And that’s where anyone with money lives. The city is enormous—much larger than anything in Maeda or Dorshire. But I have a funny feeling I might know where this particular headstone ended up.”

“How could you? If the city’s as large as you say, there must be a million people living there.”

“It’s mostly gang leaders who run the city,” Khaldun said. “According to Syllith’s journal, the biggest one was one named Krigo. But a woman named Ming helped her out, and in the process, ended up eliminating him and taking over his business. She owned an inn—well, a brothel, from the sounds of it—but also dealt in high-end artifacts.”

“What makes you think she would have this particular headstone?” Allison asked skeptically.

“She’s a witch,” he said. “And she knew who Syllith was and the role she played in Nyro’s liberation. She knew Nyro had compromised her, forcing her to do her bidding against her will.”

“How could she have known that? To this day, it’s hardly common knowledge.”

“I know, but Ming had connections with the university,” Khaldun told her. “And if anyone would understand the potential significance of Nyro’s name showing up on the headstone of the last Pythan king, it would be her.”

“All right,” Allison said with a shrug. She remained unconvinced, but it couldn’t hurt to follow every lead they had. “Let’s go to Hido. Do you have any idea where in the city we can find Ming’s place?”

“Not exactly,” he said. “She said it was close to the mouth of the River Ling, right across from the shore. A four-story building, if memory serves. And she mentioned it being multi-colored—pink, green, and yellow, maybe?”

Allison summoned Shadow and sent her to Hido. The demon hovered over the sea near the river, gazing up and down the shoreline. There were a handful of four-story buildings and quite a few colorful ones, but only one that fit both descriptions.

Removing her carpet and pyramid from the void, she opened a portal to the space above that building. Khaldun retrieved his carpet, too, and the two of them flew through the portal. Allison closed it behind them, and they landed in front of Ming’s building. Tucking their belongings into the void, they went inside.

Most of this level served as a tavern. Despite the early hour, there were quite a few patrons here. A muscular man wearing only a thong approached them, smiling and saying something in Kongese. When Allison shook her head and shrugged, he said in the common tongue, “How might I help the two of you? I do have a room available upstairs if you’d like to accompany me.”

“No, thank you,” she said with a nervous giggle. “We’re looking for Ming.”

“You’ve found her,” a voice behind them said. The young man walked away as Allison turned to see a short Kongese woman standing there, holding a staff. “A sorcerer and a Shifari—we don’t see very many of either around here. How can I help you?”

Allison was about to explain that she wasn’t actually Shifari, but decided not to bother.

“We were friends of Syllith,” Khaldun told her. “I’m Khaldun and this is Allison. We’re looking for a headstone that was looted from the royal catacombs beneath Parthia. And based on the information Syllith left for us, we thought you might be able to help.”

Ming stared at him for a moment, then Allison, before saying, “Come with me.”

She led them to the rear of the building and down a corridor. There was an office back there, a wizard standing guard outside the door. The two of them followed Ming inside, and she closed the door behind them.

“Have a seat, please,” she said, sitting behind her desk. Allison and Khaldun took the two seats across from her. Holding her staff, Ming cast the spell to prevent sound from escaping the room, before saying, “You said you were Syllith’s friends. Might I inquire what happened to her?”

Khaldun and Allison took turns giving her a brief account of everything that had happened since Syllith’s arrival in Stoutwall.

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Ming said when they were done. “I liked her. At least her sacrifice paid dividends. So, whose headstone are you seeking?”

“King Majid of Pytha,” Khaldun said.

“Ah, yes,” Ming replied with a nod. “My people were some of the first into Parthia after the old spells were lifted. Majid’s headstone was in the first shipment of artifacts I received.”

“Do you have it here?” Allison asked.

“I’m afraid not. I sold it to a local collector. We brought back the headstones of more than a dozen Pythan kings in that first haul, and they purchased the lot.”

“Do you recall what was inscribed on it?” Khaldun asked.

“The usual. Dates of birth and death. Years of his reign. It was the same for all of them.”

“There was nothing else?” Allison asked. “On the back, perhaps?”

“No, and I’d remember it if there were,” Ming said. “Any oddities like that would have fetched a higher price.”

“Damn,” Allison said.

“Could you tell us where to find this collector?” Khaldun asked.

“I don’t think so,” she said. “It’s bad business to reveal clients’ identities.”

“I can understand that,” Khaldun said. “But it’s possible this stone contains Nyro’s true name. And using that, we can destroy her. As we told you, if we fail to defeat her in Highgate, she could very well go on to exterminate everyone in Anoria. Including you and your clients. And that would mean Syllith’s sacrifice was for naught.”

Ming met his gaze for a moment, then shook her head and chuckled. “You drive a hard bargain, my lord. But I’m telling you, there was nothing interesting about that headstone.”

“So it may have appeared,” Khaldun said. “But I would need to examine it myself to be sure. There are some things that could be hidden in such a way that only a sorcerer could reveal them.”

Ming heaved a sigh and seemed to be debating something with herself. “All right. Here’s what I can do for you. You wait in the common room, and I’ll go visit my client myself. See if they’re willing to let me borrow the headstone in question. If so, I’ll bring it to you myself.”

“That would be perfect,” Khaldun said with a grin. “Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me,” Ming said, getting to her feet. “I’m only doing this to honor Syllith’s memory.”

They followed her back to the common room, sitting down at a booth in the rear corner. Ming told one of the servers they could have whatever they wanted on the house before heading out. Allison and Khaldun weren’t hungry yet but enjoyed a couple of ales while they waited. Several scantily clad men and women stopped by their table offering their services, but they turned them down.

Finally, the wizard who’d been guarding Ming’s office showed up at their booth. “Ming will see you now.”

He escorted them to her office. They went inside and he closed the door behind them. Ming was standing behind her desk, King Majid’s headstone sitting on its surface.

“Make this fast,” she said. “I need to get this back to my client within the hour.”

Allison could sense that there was something in the void, tethered to the stone. Khaldun cast the spell to release it, and Allison gasped. Sitting on the headstone was a stone tablet. There was a two-line inscription, but it wasn’t in the common tongue. Allison flipped it over, but the other side was blank.

“Do you know what this says?” she asked Khaldun.

“I’m pretty sure it’s ancient Pythan,” he said, examining the inscription. “And I believe this word on the first line is ‘Nyro’. This is exactly what we were looking for,” he added with a grin.


Chapter 26
The Battle of Highgate


Ming told them they could keep the hidden tablet—her client would never know the difference. Allison and Khaldun thanked her, and she walked them out of the establishment. The two of them pulled their carpets out of the void and shot into the sky. Once they’d flown high above the city, Allison retrieved the pyramid, opening a portal back to Highgate.

Landing in front of her townhouse, they tucked their things into the void—except the tablet—and hurried up to the castle. They found Salerna’s steward and requested an audience with Her Highness. Khaldun went off to find Jezebel and Mira. Ten minutes later, Allison, Khaldun, Jezebel, and Mira sat down with Salerna and Azure at the conference table in her council chambers. Allison placed the tablet on the table for Salerna to examine. She handed it to Azure.

“You’re right that this is ancient Pythan,” the sorcerer said. “And the first word is ‘Nyro’. I’ll have to take this to our scholars to translate the rest.”

“Go now,” said Salerna. “We’ll await you here.”

Azure took the tablet and hurried off.

“If this is her true name, we could end her now,” said Jezebel.

“No, I don’t think so,” said Allison. “We have no idea where she is, so we’d have no way to know if it worked or not. We’ll have to find her first. Which may be easier said than done. But if we can locate her, Shadow can keep watch as we invoke her name.”

“Has there been any change with her troops?” Mira asked.

“No,” Allison said. “They’re still camped in Stoutwall—my specters updated me right before we entered the castle.”

“If we’re unable to locate her, we’ll have to proceed with our preparations for battle,” Salerna said. “At that point, it would be worth invoking her true name whether we’ve found her or not.”

“I agree, Your Highness,” said Allison. “There is also a good chance she will take part in this battle herself. The demon mages she commands now are not loyal to her the way her Sacred Circle was. They are certain to be uncooperative, meaning she must be forcing them to carry out her every order. I doubt she’d trust them to execute her plans here without her.”

Azure returned, retaking his seat and placing the tablet on the table. “This says ‘Nyro Iron Will’ in ancient Pythan.” Though he’d spoken the name, he’d done it without intentionality, and without the words of command, “I name thee.” Allison knew both were necessary to invoke someone’s true name.

“That does sound like a true name,” said Jezebel. “Would we have to speak it in ancient Pythan or the common tongue?”

“That’s a good question, and we should consult with Allure and Sage,” said Azure. “They should know for sure. But my understanding is that it is the meaning of the name that matters. So, either language should work.”

“When the time comes, we could do both,” Khaldun said. “One way or the other, that should take care of it.”

“Do you know how to pronounce this in Pythan?” Allison asked.

“The name ‘Nyro’ is the same in both languages,” Azure said. “The second line in ancient Pythan would be pronounced ‘lohee dee ichah’.”

“Lohee dee ichah,” Allison repeated.

“That’s it,” Azure said with a nod.

“Princess Allison,” said Salerna. “Princess Jezebel and I have discussed Okset’s offer at great length. We do not believe it is sincere, especially considering what his sorcerer told you.”

“I agree, Your Highness,” said Allison.

“However, we would like to expose his duplicity,” Salerna continued. “Could you contact the sorcerer and tell her we are prepared to fall back to Okset with our armies and full support staff?”

“And once we have defeated Nyro, we will be happy to reassign your bond to Prince Kamari,” Jezebel added with a grin. “We are quite confident he will rescind his offer.”

“I’ll contact Siren immediately,” Allison said.

Allison asked Khaldun if he could link her mirror to Siren’s. The two of them left the castle, and Khaldun cast the necessary spells. She went to her townhouse, sitting on the terrace and reaching out to Siren. The woman appeared in the glass, and Allison relayed the princesses’ message.

“I’ll be sure to let His Highness know,” she said with a grin. “And, well done.”

Allison summoned Shadow, sending her to Stoutwall. The elvish army was still there and showed no signs of moving out. She checked Castle Barclay and the surrounding area, but as expected, it was empty. And she looked in on Nyro’s old island castle, but there were no signs of activity there, either.

She felt someone reaching out to her and pulled out her mirror. It was Siren. Sure enough, Prince Kamari insisted that they’d have to bind Allison to him first before he would allow their people to enter his princedom. Allison returned to the castle and relayed the prince’s message.

“As expected,” Salerna said. “That’s it, then. We shall continue our preparations for battle.”

Allison and Jezebel went to bed that night, and Jezebel drifted off right away. Allison lay awake, though, wondering where Nyro could be and what the reason for her prolonged absence might be. Could they be wrong about her having survived the spike? No, she didn’t believe so. Her demon still monitored Highgate, for one thing.

Also, if Nyro were gone, that would liberate Emma and Fang. They would be unbound necromancers now. Which would be bad news for Fang—the demons she’d bound were all the animalistic variety, and Allison didn’t think she was powerful enough to control them.

Emma’s situation would be rather different. Her demons were all newly formed and worked against Nyro and her allies in life. If Nyro were gone, there was a very good chance Emma could send one of them here to communicate with Allison. She was outside the null, so there would be nothing to hinder them. And yet that had not happened.

Nyro might have forced one of them to perform the rite to establish her line of succession. Which meant their bonds would have passed to Nyro’s heir if she’d been destroyed. Yet somehow Allison couldn’t imagine Nyro naming any heirs. Whom would she name? One of her elf mages? That hardly seemed likely.

No, Nyro must have survived. So where could she be?

Allison dozed off eventually. But she woke with a start when Shadow made contact.

“I’m sorry to wake you. But the elvish army has vanished from Stoutwall. We must assume an attack here is imminent.”

Dread filled her very soul. War was upon them.

Allison slipped out of bed, moving out to the terrace, not bothering to put on her robe. Staring across the city, she could see their own troops camped on the plain far below. The first light of dawn was cracking the eastern horizon. They didn’t have long to prepare.

Waking Jezebel, Allison told her what was happening. The two of them got dressed and headed up to the castle. They sent a messenger to Princess Salerna before going up to Khaldun and Mira’s chambers. Once they’d given them the news, they went into the adjoining chamber to wake the girls.

Alanna was always slow to wake up, but Leda sat up the moment Allison sat on the edge of the bed. Once Alanna seemed conscious, Allison and Jezebel told them that the battle was about to be joined.

“The two of you need to remain in the castle, no matter what,” Allison told them. “We’ll take you down to the great hall with the other families.”

“You’ll be with us, won’t you?” Leda said to Jezebel.

“Yes, my love,” she said. “And we’ll do our best to stay together. But if for any reason we’re separated, you must promise us you will stick to the plan. No flying off with Sigrid, understood?”

“Yes, Mother,” they both said, Leda a little more forcefully than Alanna.

Allison escorted them to the great hall. The castle had come alive, and people were hurrying about every which way to prepare their defenses. Allure, Battleaxe, Mist, and Sage found Allison in the great hall, and they left the castle together. They wished each other luck, mounting their carpets and taking off. All four of them went invisible, but they’d cast the spells that allowed them to track each other’s carpets.

Racing across the city and out over the plain, Allison could see their armies below—all sixty-five thousand soldiers—already forming lines. It was an impressive sight to behold. She wondered if Nyro’s forces were already out there under invisibility spells. Flying toward the river, she went low as she circled the empty plain a couple of times, but sensed no spells.

Allison returned to the city, circling the castle. Salerna and Albert, Mira, Miranda, Leto, Carlo, and Yolanda were gathered on the keep roof, along with Highgate’s top military commanders, several guards, and a few non-sorcerer mages. They couldn’t cast any spells inside of Mira’s null, but if something happened to her, they could defend the royals against magic.

Jezebel had decided to stay inside the keep with the girls because they worried about Alanna doing something impetuous. But they always trusted battle tactics to Amari and Imani anyway, and Amari was on the keep roof with the other commanders, while Imani was leading their forces down on the plain.

Allison spotted Azure and Shatter by the castle gates, taking off on their carpets, and wondered where Khaldun and Beast were. They’d planned on having them down on the battlefield, Khaldun in his dragon-bear form, doing as much damage to the enemy lines as possible, but she hadn’t seen them down there.

Asmund, Gyda, and the rest of the elf mages had taken positions on the battlements of the outermost city wall, along with the rest of their non-sorcerer human mages. Except for Camilla. She was on the battlements surrounding the city’s uppermost level. They couldn’t use mirrors or spirits to send messages between the leaders on the keep roof and the mages out in the field. So instead, they had Kashi and one of the other dragon riders taking care of it. One of them—Allison couldn’t tell which—was perched on the battlements near Camilla, the other one on the keep roof. Camilla could use her mirror to communicate with the rest of the mages, and she and the leaders could relay messages to each other via dragon rider.

They still had more than forty dragons flying over the city and the plain, and Magna was leading those. The plan was to keep the dragons assaulting the enemy lines, causing as much destruction as they could. Only a quarter of the dragons had riders, but the entire group would follow Magna’s lead. Allison felt they might be their one asset with the ability to win the day for them. Nyro’s forces outmatched theirs in every other respect.

This would be a very different battle than the one that had taken place in Henry’s final days. Then, she and Mira had been out there on the plain, helping the enemy. Mira had been forced to use her null to protect Fosland’s army. They had debated keeping Mira on the battlefield to protect their own forces from thaumaturgic attack. But that would make her too easy a target for Nyro. Added to that, their troops all had armor imbued with spells that repelled the four basic forces. And they needed Mira to protect the castle, keeping it intact in case it came to a siege.

Flying over the plain again, Allison spotted a giant tiger prowling back and forth in front of their army. Beast’s animal form was a normal-sized tiger, but this one was about three times larger. Khaldun must have effected this change using his powers—it would explain their late arrival. She heard the cry of a bird, and high above, noticed a giant eagle circling the plain. This had to be Khaldun. He was probably keeping an eye on things until the enemy appeared.

As if on cue, Allison felt a massive spell vibrate the air around her, more powerful than any she’d felt before. And in that instant, she spotted the enemy army appearing out of the void, like a wave moving across the plain. Her heart sank seeing how many more of them there were compared to their own troops. She’d known this, but seeing it was something else. The elves were so much larger that it made the difference in numbers seem even greater than it was.

Ninety-five thousand warriors, if their numbers were accurate. All emerging from the void in one shot, already in their battle lines. Allison couldn’t believe Nyro had managed to transport so many on her own—she didn’t think she’d be able to handle such a large group herself. But her demon mages had to be here somewhere, and she could have drawn power from them.

A shrieking call sounded across the battlefield, several others answering it, and Allison felt a sense of dread overcome her. The wraiths were here. She hadn’t noticed them before, but looking closer, she spotted them scattered around the perimeter of the enemy lines.

Allison summoned Shadow and sent her to look for anyone hiding behind invisibility spells. Sure enough, she found one hovering above the plain just behind the enemy lines. Allison had her cancel the spell, revealing a large, male elf, completely naked, standing on a carpet. Getting a closer look, Allison recognized him—this was Gorm, from Nyro’s island castle.

Allison called fire, hitting the elf with lightning. It succeeded only in revealing the shield spell around him. Allison hit it with a fire orb and a twister, but these had no effect, either. Her own magic was far stronger than Gorm’s, and taken together, these incantations should have collapsed the shield spell, yet they didn’t seem to have had any effect.

“This must be Nyro,” Shadow said in her mind. “We knew she’d reanimate a new elvish body.”

She had to be right. Allison tried to sense if Nyro had anything tucked into the void, but the shield spell prevented that. A shield wouldn’t protect Nyro if someone invoked her true name, though; only Mira’s null could do that. Hovering over the enemy army, Allison cast her own shield spell before speaking the words. “Nyro Iron Will, I name thee!”

Nyro whipped her gaze toward her as if she could see right through her invisibility spell, but nothing else happened. “Nyro lohee dee ichah, I name thee!” Allison yelled.

It had no effect. Except that Nyro could see her now. She hurled fire and lightning spells at her. Allison’s shield spell held fast, but she flew off, retreating behind their own army. Nyro threw more spells, but it was clear she’d lost her.

“Why didn’t that work?” Allison demanded of Shadow.

“I don’t know. My best guess is that reclaiming her own true name in life rendered it powerless for anyone else after she died. No one else has ever accomplished that, though, so it’s impossible to know for sure.”

“Damn,” Allison muttered out loud. Pulling out her mirror, she reached Camilla and told her what had happened. The witch told her she’d relay the message to Salerna and the others.

This was it, then. The battle would be joined.

The sound of horns filled the plain, echoing off the city walls, and the elvish army started its advance. Drums joined the horns, adding their rhythmic beats to the footfalls of tens of thousands of soldiers.

A dragon’s roar startled Allison as one of the beasts soared over her head, accompanying its cousins and siblings toward the advancing lines. They circled above the elves in a swarm and started diving two or three at a time, breathing jets of fire on the enemy. Dozens of soldiers died before someone canceled the air beneath one of the beasts. He struggled to stay aloft but crashed into the river.

Two more dragons succumbed to the same spell. Allison fired a cancellation spell at the source of one of them, exposing a carpet rider. With her long dark hair streaming behind her, this could only be Cyclone. Allison fought back tears as she hurled fire spells at her old friend. Cyclone had a shield spell in place, so Allison hit her again, this time with lightning, overpowering her and unraveling the magic keeping the shield in place. She canceled the spells keeping the carpet in the air, and Cyclone tumbled out of the sky.

The dragons kept up their barrage of fire on the enemy troops, and the demon mages caused several more of them to crash. With forty of the beasts swarming overhead, this was a losing battle for the elves. But it did reduce the pace of the carnage.

More horns sounded, and the leading regiments of the elvish army charged. They plowed into the lines defending Highgate, and the crash of metal on metal and the cries of their soldiers spread across the plain. Allison spotted Shatter in the middle of the fray, cutting through the enemy soldiers like wheat, using both his weapon and his magic.

Khaldun swooped in from above, landing as an eagle and immediately shifting into his dragon-bear shape. He and Beast, as a tiger, crashed through the enemy lines from opposite ends, cutting down the elvish troops and leaving a trail of corpses in their wake.

The demon mages on their carpets concentrated their attacks on the dragons, so Allison and the four university mages focused on defending them. The demons’ spells canceling the beasts’ air betrayed their locations, and the sorcerers were able to cancel their invisibility spells. They had shield spells in place, too, though, and Allison alone was able to get through these. She knocked Semblant out of the sky by cancelling the spells keeping his carpet aloft. He hit the ground hard, rolling across the plain several times before regaining his feet and recovering his carpet. Instead of going airborne again, he grew himself to a giant size, turned his carpet into a club, and marched through their army, batting soldiers in every direction.

Mist landed nearby, tucking her carpet into the void and turning to mist. She rolled across the battlefield, engulfing Semblant and hitting him with lightning over and over again. The demon roared, pain and rage in his voice, and finally returned to his normal shape, mounting his carpet and taking off again. After that, Mist moved across the plain, covering the enemy troops in a dense fog instead, and hitting them with fire and lightning spells.

The battle raged on for hours. The Eagle Company and the troops Khaldun had enhanced performed the best. But with their greater size and strength, the elvish soldiers had a significant advantage over most of their own. On top of that, the wraiths focused most of their energy on removing the protective charms from their troops’ armor—something most of the elves could not do. With the spells removed, the elvish soldiers were able to hit them with fire spells, incinerating them from within. Yet despite all of that, with the dragons on their side, the enemy lines diminished faster than their own. They were still badly outnumbered, but the difference was getting smaller with every passing hour, as more and more corpses littered the battlefield.

Battleaxe canceled an invisibility spell, revealing her old mentor, Warhammer, on his carpet. She hesitated, and Allison knew the memory of her relationship with him had to be weighing heavy on her. The delay cost her. Warhammer hit her with a barrage of spells, breaking through her shield and igniting her carpet. Battleaxe canceled the fire, but it was too late. The flames had unraveled enough of her spells that the carpet could no longer stay aloft. She managed a controlled landing not far from Shatter. Abandoning the carpet, she pulled her axes out of the void and joined her friend in combat, venting her rage on the enemy forces. Allison knew she kept a spare carpet tucked into the void, but thought she understood her decision. Battleaxe probably wanted to vent her rage after the encounter with Warhammer.

Allison engaged both Vision and Legion, sending both of them crashing earthward only to see them produce spare carpets and rejoin the fight. And Allure knocked Intuit out of the sky one time. But not once did Nyro show up after Allison’s initial encounter with her.

Allison located Spring when he hit one of the dragons with his cancellation magic, and she removed his invisibility spell. Before she could do anything else, a shadow passed over her, blotting out the westering sun. Turning, she spotted something enormous moving across the sky. What the hell was this?

Letting Spring go, she raced across the plain to get a better view of the new arrival. It was unlike anything Allison had ever encountered. She’d never seen a jellyfish in person, but she’d seen a sketch, and that was the closest comparison she could make. The creature’s body was shaped like an umbrella the size of Castle Highgate, with long tentacles hanging down from it.

The monster floated across the sky, moving over the battle, and catching several of the dragons in its tentacles. This enraged the beasts, and they roared and struggled to free themselves, breathing fire on the tentacles, all to no avail. The tentacles didn’t seem to be harming them, but neither could they escape the monster’s hold.

Allison had never heard of such a creature. She’d have to consult with the others to be sure, but she suspected Nyro must have brought it here from some other realm using her pyramid. She flew in closer, careful to avoid the tentacles, and detected some sort of magic keeping it aloft. It wasn’t any kind of spell she recognized, but she was certain canceling it would rob the creature of its lift.

Flying as close as she dared, Allison focused on the magic, getting a sense of how it worked. Once she was ready, she tried canceling it. It worked, but only on a small section of the magic. She realized the spells had dozens of sources inside the beast. Allison canceled a second source, but the first one sprang back into being. She kept trying, but the spells came back to life faster than she could cancel them.

The tentacles had captured a few more dragons, so she tried freeing one of them instead. She hit one of the tentacles with a fire orb, but this had no effect. Lightning made it twitch, so she used that spell several times in a row until finally it released the dragon.

The monster had gotten additional tentacles around a few of the others. One dragon started screaming, a sound Allison had never heard one of these beasts make before, and it tore her heart out. She started hitting one of the tentacles with lightning, but it was too late. The monster tore the dragon in two, letting its broken corpse fall to the plain.

The rest of the crash retreated, apparently catching on to the danger. Allison got to work trying to free one of the other dragons, and the monster killed another one. Battleaxe and Sage joined her, and before long, they managed to liberate the rest of the beasts.

Moving well away from the tentacles, and hovering close to the other two, Allison said, “Have either of you ever heard of a beast like this before?”

“Never,” said Battleaxe. “And I wish I didn’t know about it now.”

“It must be from one of the elven kingdoms,” Sage said. “There’s no record of anything like this in Anoria.”

“There’s another possibility,” Allison said. She explained what Gyda had told her about Nyro bringing creatures here from another realm.

“Great,” Battleaxe said. “I wonder what other surprises she has in store for us.”

Allison reached out to Shadow. “Can you locate Cyclone or one of the other demon mages for me? I want to get in close and see if I can read them to learn more about these monsters.”

“Let me do this for you,” Shadow replied. “It’ll be easier for me to get in close enough for a reading.”

“Very well.”

Another shadow blotted out the sun—a second monster had arrived. And this one was moving toward the castle.


Chapter 27
Tactical Withdrawal


Allison produced her mirror as she shot toward the keep. Luckily, the monster wasn’t very fast. She told Camilla that Mira needed to increase the size of her null. The jellyfish would need its magic to stay aloft, but its tentacles were long enough to reach through the null at its current size and pluck people off the keep roof or start destroying the castle. It would impale itself on the crystal tower if it kept itself centered above the keep, but Allison was sure it was intelligent enough to avoid that. Lowering itself right next to the tower would allow it to inflict damage on them without injuring itself.

Camilla would need to move out to the wall surrounding the city’s top level to continue using her mirror, so Allison told her to stay put—she was almost there. Landing on the battlements next to Camilla, Allison watched the dragon stationed there taking off for the keep. Once Camilla had taken her seat on the carpet, Allison lifted off, taking her to the next wall. The messenger dragon joined them there, and Allison took off again.

The monster had moved over the keep, slowly descending until parts of its underbelly hit Mira’s null, which had expanded. It climbed a bit, and its tentacles were too short to reach the keep. Allison breathed a sigh of relief. She didn’t know if its appendages would be strong enough to rip stone apart, but after seeing what it had done to the dragons, she had a feeling it probably was. Dragons were incredibly tough, and she’d never heard of anything else being able to cause them physical damage like that.

Shadow reached out to her. “I made contact with Cyclone. She wouldn’t speak to me, but by asking her questions, I was able to read the answers in her mind. Cyclone wants to defy her orders, but Nyro is keeping a tight grip on her and the other demon mages. Nyro used her pyramid to bring these monsters here from some other realm. She searched specifically for a creature that could neutralize the dragons, and it took her a while to find one. That was part of the reason for the delay before her renewed attack. Apparently dragons exist in these monsters’ world as well, so they’re already familiar with them. Their tentacles can rip apart stone as well, so we should expect her to try using them against the castle.”

“Perfect, thank you.” Allison used her mirror to give Camilla that information, who would relay it to the other mages and the leaders on the keep roof.

The first jellyfish had turned its attention to their troops. Dropping low enough to reach the ground with its tentacles, it was grabbing their soldiers and cutting them in half with the force of its grip. Allison tried hitting one of the tentacles with lightning again, but this didn’t work the way it had with the dragons. The tentacles weren’t holding onto anything this time, so the twitching caused by the lightning accomplished nothing.

Focusing on the monster’s body, Allison tried hitting it with fire and lightning, but its skin seemed as tough as dragon hide. She tried calling air to move it away from the battle, but this didn’t work, either. Allure, Mist, and Sage joined her in the effort, hitting the monster with everything from fire orbs to cyclones, but nothing in their arsenal seemed to affect the creature.

Meanwhile, it was killing their soldiers in droves. And with the dragons’ absence, they’d lost their advantage against the enemy. It was hard to tell for certain, but Allison estimated they’d already lost a third of their troops in this battle, bringing them down to roughly forty thousand. But if this kept up, that number would diminish at a much faster rate.

They could move Mira to the outer wall. Using her null, she could drive the monster away from their troops. Unfortunately, the second one was still hovering high above the keep, and as soon as Mira moved, it could start destroying the castle. Staying where she was, Mira might be able to extend her null as far as the city’s perimeter, but not any farther.

Allison grabbed her mirror and reached out to Camilla. “Let Princess Salerna know we need to relocate Mira. If we move her to the wall surrounding the city’s third level, she should be able to use her null to drive this monster away from the troops while still protecting the castle.”

“Understood,” Camilla said, disappearing from the glass.

Allison hovered high above the battle, waiting for the response. Their army was being decimated down on the plain. The dragons were moving in from behind the enemy lines now, taking out as many of their troops as they could, but keeping their distance from the jellyfish was limiting their range.

Allison felt someone reaching out to her through her mirror. It was Camilla. “Her Highness agrees. Can you take care of transporting Mira?”

“It’s not ideal,” Allison said. “My carpet isn’t equipped the way Khaldun’s is. But we’ll have to make do. Mira will have to extinguish her null temporarily. Have one of their other mages send up sparks when they’re ready.”

Camilla nodded before disappearing again. Allison flew over the city, circling the keep. She spotted one of the mages shooting red sparks high into the sky, and she sped in closer, landing on the keep roof. Mira hurried over to her, Salerna and Augustine by her side.

“Princess Allison,” said Salerna. “With Lady Mira’s null in its new position, we will lose our ability to communicate with our people in the field. You know our contingency plans, so we would like you to take command.”

“Understood, Your Highness,” she said. “Sit right behind me and hold on tight,” Allison told Mira.

Once Mira was seated, holding onto Allison for dear life, she lifted off, shooting over to the battlements separating the city’s second and third levels. Mira got to her feet.

“Let me get clear of the city walls before you extend your null again,” Allison told her. “And be careful—we don’t want one of those monsters falling on our troops.”

“Hurry,” Mira told her, gazing back at the castle. The jellyfish there was descending, its tentacles moving toward the keep. The others who’d been up there had moved inside.

Allison took off, shooting across the city and over the plain. Mira must have expanded her null because both of the jellyfish started listing to one side. The one over the keep moved higher, while the other one moved farther from the city. A little at a time, Mira grew her null large enough to protect both the keep and their troops. The monster over the battlefield was now directly above the elvish army, once again taking the dragons out of play.

The battle raged on as sunset approached. With Mira’s null in place, the wraiths and enemy mages were unable to use magic against their soldiers. Allison and the others concentrated their own attacks on the enemy lines while their opponents defended them.

Finally, the pace of the carnage balanced out again, with both sides losing troops at the same rate. But that rate was tragically high. Allison guessed they’d lost close to half of their forces. Maybe thirty thousand troops remained. Meanwhile, the enemy still had double that number on the field.

Massive bonfires erupted all across the plain behind the enemy lines, illuminating the battlefield as the sun slipped below the horizon. This had to be the doing of the enemy mages. Nyro’s troops showed no sign of letting up for the night. Would they have an army left come morning? Allison doubted it.

With Mira’s null in place, she couldn’t reach Imani or any of the others on the ground via mirror. So she landed out on the plain, beyond the southern end of their lines. Tucking her carpet into the void and withdrawing her sword, she took off at a run, moving between the city’s outer wall and their army.

Reaching their command post, she sent a messenger to Imani, ordering a tactical retreat. She sent another messenger to the city’s primary entrance, ordering them to open the gates once their soldiers reached them. There was only one route from the plain to the gates, a wide path that made its way through several switchbacks.

Hurrying up to the front lines, Allison joined the fighting. She was bigger, stronger, and faster than she’d been the last time she’d faced the elvish soldiers in battle, and as she went into her fighting trance, she found herself cutting down the enemy with greater facility than ever.

Allison became an observer as her body moved on instinct honed by countless hours of training. The soldiers started giving her a wide berth, and before she knew it, she stood in an oasis of calm in the midst of the enemy lines. Their own army had reached the city gates, moving slowly but steadily inside.

Charging toward her own people, Allison entered her battle trance once again, fighting her way through the enemy forces. Moving through the most intense areas of the battle, she had to force her conscious mind back to the forefront lest she start cutting down her own soldiers.

Horns sounded from the other side of the battlefield, and the enemy forces started to withdraw. Allison found Shatter and Battleaxe, and the three of them stood ready to defend their retreating soldiers should this prove to be a ruse. Imani joined them before long, covered in blood and gore, and they waited as the rest of their forces moved up the path toward the city.

“Why are they letting us go?” Imani wondered out loud.

“They can’t stop our retreat without magic,” Battleaxe said, “and they can’t use magic with the null in place. Anyway, they’ve already cut our numbers in half. Nyro probably figures that’s a good day’s work.”

There were vast caverns behind Castle Highgate’s undercroft, and that’s where the soldiers were headed. It was the only space in the city large enough to hold so many. Not all of them would go that far, though. Their plan called for leaving a full regiment embedded in each of the city’s levels, in addition to the ones already stationed there, as well as archers on the battlements.

The jellyfish monster retreated with the elvish army as it made camp out on the plain. The second one still hovered high above the castle. It took a few hours to get all the troops into the city, and several of the dragons covered them from the air as they moved.

Allure, Sage, Mist, and Azure had landed outside Mira’s null, and they joined Allison and the others as they started up the path to the castle. Khaldun showed up with Beast not long after that, and the giant tiger retook his human shape. Naked as always.

Once inside the city, Allison gave the order to close the gates behind them. She and Khaldun went to see Mira atop the battlements surrounding the city’s third level.

“I’m so glad you’re all right,” Mira said, embracing them each in turn. “What the hell are those things with all the tentacles?”

Allison told her Nyro had used her pyramid to bring them here from some other realm.

“I wonder why she didn’t bring more than two,” Khaldun said.

“I’m not sure I could open a portal big enough for one of them,” Allison said. “Or keep it open long enough for the thing to get through. Nyro must have drawn power from all of her demon mages to do it. And even then, it’s sure to have cost her.”

“Let’s hope she doesn’t have any other monster surprises in store for us,” Khaldun said.

The three of them climbed down from the battlements and headed up to the castle. Mira kept her null expanded to its fullest extent, which reached from the keep to just inside the city’s outer wall. They still had the elf mages stationed on those battlements, so they could use their magic against anyone trying to breach the walls.

Allison made her way through the great hall looking for Jezebel and the girls. The hall was packed, and she could hear a minstrel singing about ancient battles as someone played a lute. As she drew closer, she realized Thomas Broadpaunch from the tavern in Stoutwall City was both the singer and the lutist. She had no idea he’d come here to Highgate. Jezebel was sitting at a nearby table with Alanna and Leda, so Allison went to join them.

“Thank the stars you’re all right,” Jezebel said as Allison bent over to embrace her. She hugged each of the girls before sitting down with them. “What happens now?”

“A siege, most likely,” Allison said. “Although I didn’t see any siege engines on the plain. I’m sure Salerna will call a council meeting soon. In the meantime, I’m famished.”

Battleaxe, Allure, Mist, and Sage joined them for dinner. Battleaxe drank heavily as well. She explained that running into Warhammer in the battle had rattled her, and she needed to get “good and drunk.”

“I know how you feel,” Allure said. “I’m just glad I didn’t have to face Semblant this time.”

Sure enough, Salerna called a council meeting. Camilla was sitting nearby with Mira, Khaldun, Shatter, and Azure, so Jezebel asked her to keep an eye on Alanna and Leda. Then the rest of them went to the council chambers.

Once everyone had taken their seats, Salerna said, “We have lived to fight another day. Thank you all for your efforts today. What is our military situation at present?”

“We estimate today’s troop losses at thirty-five thousand,” her commander said. “Leaving us with thirty thousand or so. Our best estimate of the enemy army puts them at sixty-five thousand.”

“I agree with those estimates, Your Highness,” Allison said.

“I do not believe we should attempt fielding our troops again,” the commander said. “One more day like today, and we wouldn’t have an army anymore.”

“I agree,” Augustine said. “We’ll have to dig in for a siege. Were there any signs of engines on the plain today? We couldn’t see any from the keep roof.”

“No, Your Highness,” said Azure. “We saw none from the air, either.”

“Nyro could have had them assembled elsewhere,” Allison said, “and be planning on bringing them here through a portal. If she could get those jellyfish monsters here that way, I daresay she could move a handful of siege engines.”

“I have never seen any that could breach walls so high as these,” said Prince Carlo. “A battering ram at the gate, perhaps, but I cannot see how she could hit us here with any other engines.”

“Don’t underestimate her, Your Highness,” said Salerna. “Nyro has been making war for centuries. There’s no telling what she might be able to do.”

“What is the status of Lady Mira’s null?” Leto asked.

“I have it expanded as far as I can, Your Highness,” Mira said, “which puts its outer perimeter just inside the city wall.”

“One jellyfish monster is holding position directly over the castle,” Allison said, “which is reason enough to keep the null intact. The second one is high above the enemy camp out on the plain.”

“Nyro could still try taking out the city with an earthquake,” Khaldun said. “If she hits the bedrock deep below the surface, the null would provide no protection.”

“That she could,” Azure said, “but this city has survived numerous earthquakes over the centuries. And Nyro’s sure to know that as well.”

“Be that as it may, we should consider executing our evacuation plan,” said Jezebel. “It’s clear we must not field our army again. And one way or another, it’s only a matter of time before Nyro comes for us here. The null protects us from thaumaturgic assault, but Nyro wants us all dead. She’s sure to find a way.”

“I understand that you tried invoking Nyro’s true name?” Augustine asked.

Allison told them about her encounter with Nyro earlier that day and Shadow’s explanation for the lack of results.

“That’s it, then,” Salerna said. “We have no way to destroy her. She’s already shown us that she can reanimate a new body every time she loses one. The spike didn’t work, and her true name holds no power over her.”

“Princess Jezebel is probably right,” Augustine said. “Nyro is sure to find some way to renew her attack here. I believe, however, we should wait and see what she does next. We can fall back to Bayfast, but the more we know about her tactics before carrying out our evacuation, the better prepared we will be next time.”

“I agree,” said Princess Miranda. “On top of that, our castle in Bayfast is not nearly so well fortified as Highgate. If we fail to stop Nyro here, it’s sure to be a temporary fallback only.”

“Very well,” Salerna said with a nod. “We shall wait out our enemy here, but remain ready to evacuate at a moment’s notice should it be necessary.”

The meeting adjourned, and Allison returned to the great hall with Jezebel to collect Alanna and Leda. With the null blanketing the entire city, there was no point in Allison’s returning to the townhouse, so she headed up to their chambers with her family. Mira and Khaldun agreed to return to their original chambers.

Allison felt dirty. So once the girls had gone to bed, she filled the washroom tub with hot water, and she and Jezebel bathed together. Once they’d dried off, they went to bed, and Allison started dozing off in Jezebel’s arms.

Suddenly, the bed began shaking. Allison started awake, sitting up and trying to determine what was happening. The shaking subsided as quickly as it had started, and she noticed the sky brightening outside their window.

“What the hell is happening?” Jezebel said as the two of them got out of bed.

Gazing out the window, Allison spotted a giant fireball falling from the sky, hitting a nearby structure and reducing it to a pile of flaming rubble.

“Oh, shit!” Jezebel said.


Chapter 28
Bayfast


They spotted a few more fireballs dropping from above, impacting different spots in the city.

“If one of those hits the keep, we’re dead,” Allison said.

“How the hell are they throwing fireballs through Mira’s null?” Jezebel said.

“They must not be magical,” Allison said. “The way they’re destroying those buildings, I suspect they’re boulders that have been superheated with fire spells. And they’re falling straight down—no siege engine could do that. They must be dropping them from carpets.”

“From somewhere above Mira’s null,” Jezebel said. “That makes sense. We need to get everyone out of the upper levels. Perhaps down to the undercroft.”

They woke Alanna and Leda, then went to rouse Mira, Khaldun, and everyone else they could find. Hurrying downstairs, Allison found one of Salerna’s guards and told him what was happening. He hurried off to evacuate the rest of the upper levels.

“You should extinguish your null for now,” Allison told Mira as they entered the great hall. Many of the castle’s occupants were gathering there, including all of their sorcerers. “Let us get our carpets in the air to combat our attackers.”

Mira nodded, closing her channels of power. Allison felt her magic return. She gathered the rest of the sorcerers and explained what they needed to do.

Just then, Azure hurried into the hall, spotting Allison and the others. “We’ve just received a messenger from the city gates. The elves have broken camp. They’re marching toward the city.”

“I’ll take a look,” Allison said. She told him she was going airborne with the others.

“We should have Mira expand her null again once the carpets are aloft,” Azure said. “We’ve still got those jellyfish monsters out there.”

“Yes,” Allison said. “There’s a good chance they’ll target the keep with their fireballs. We’ve sent one of the guards to get everyone down to the undercroft.”

“Good thinking,” Azure said. “I’ll assist with that,” he added before running off.

“We should go out the front gates and take off from there,” Allison said to the rest of the sorcerers. “If this goes to hell, we’ll proceed with our evacuation plan.”

Allison led the way out of the castle, the others following in her wake, including Mira so she’d know when it was safe to expand her null. Once outside, Allison waited till everyone else had taken off first before launching herself. Sure enough, circling the city, she traced the path of a fireball back to its source and exposed a carpet by canceling the rider’s invisibility spell. It was too dark to identify them. But as she watched, whoever it was released a flaming rock from the void and dropped it on the city. It landed just outside the castle, and if Allison was right about its point of impact, destroyed the townhouse she’d been using.

Hitting the carpet with a fire orb, Allison discovered there was a shield spell in place, too. She hurled one spell after another until she broke down the shield, then incinerated the carpet. As it went down, she caught a glint of long hair streaming behind the rider’s head by the light of the flames now spreading across the city. That had to be Cyclone.

Allison sped away, alarmed at how many fires were springing up below. She had a feeling they had to be dropping oil in the same areas as the fireballs. The entire city was built from stone, so she didn’t understand how else the fires could be spreading like this.

Flying high to avoid Mira’s null and passing over the city gates, she spotted a long line of soldiers headed up the switchbacks from the plain below. And flying in closer, she realized who was leading the charge in person. A large male elf mage, completely naked. This could only be Nyro.

Allison went invisible and tried hitting her nemesis with a fire orb, but Nyro had a shield in place. She hurled fire orbs at the soldiers following her and managed to take out several dozen that way before someone, probably Nyro, started canceling them. It hardly mattered, though—they had tens of thousands of elves to replace the fallen ones. Allison could’ve kept up her assault for hours without making much of a difference.

Climbing again, Allison soared high above the city, circling once. Remarkably, the castle remained undamaged. Allison was surprised at first until she realized many of the surrounding buildings had been destroyed. Nyro was sparing Castle Highgate, as she had done with Castle Barclay. She must want it for herself for some reason.

Fireballs continued to fall from the sky, knocking out more and more of the city’s buildings and spreading more fires. Allison could see their own sorcerers combating the invaders, and though they’d slowed down the assault, they couldn’t stop it.

Returning to the city gates, Allison found Nyro rounding the final switchback, her troops right behind her. She called earth, opening a chasm across their path. Nyro closed it again. Allison hurled a massive fire tornado at them, but Nyro canceled it. Calling air and water, she created a blast of icy cold, forming a wall of ice several feet thick across the final approach to the gates. Nyro shattered it with an earth spell.

The archers stationed on the battlements launched a volley of flaming arrows, targeting Nyro. They bounced off her shield spell, and she called fire, incinerating a dozen archers. They screamed as they tumbled off the wall, the sound cut off as the flames consumed them. Their elf mages kept hurling spells at her from the top of the wall, too, but they weren’t strong enough to get through her shield spell.

Nyro stopped a dozen feet from the gates. Allison could feel her summoning her full power. A moment later, she unleashed a massive earth spell. It smashed into the gate, and the surrounding sections of the castle wall shuddered, shedding dust and loose stones. Nyro hit it again, blasting that entire section of wall, gate and all, out of her way.

Marching forward, Nyro entered Highgate City, her legions behind her.

Allison flew to the nearest guard tower, landing briefly on the battlements. She ordered the officer in charge to sound the horns before taking off again. It was time to evacuate the city.

The evacuation plan called for moving as many of the city’s people as possible into the castle. From there, they could move down to the undercroft, through the massive caverns behind that, and finally into a tunnel leading to a path into the mountains. They’d have to leave the gates leading to the city’s higher levels open as long as possible to allow the maximum number of evacuees through before Nyro arrived.

Mira’s null was still in place, and Allison couldn’t imagine how Nyro would get through those gates without her magic. Their sorcerers were still airborne, and except for Khaldun, they would protect Highgate’s people on their way into the mountains. Allison, Azure, and Khaldun would take care of evacuating their troops and the castle’s occupants.

Nyro was about to pass inside Mira’s null, so Allison wouldn’t be able to follow her on her carpet. Just before crossing the line, Nyro pulled something massive out of the void. Allison realized it was an enormous battering ram on a wheeled frame. Wooden shafts extended from each side, and a dozen elves moved into position behind those to push the ram through the city. That explained Nyro’s strategy.

The soldiers embedded in the city’s first level arrived to engage the invaders and give the city’s people as much time as possible. Landing on the battlements, Allison tucked her carpet into the void, withdrew her sword, and ran along the wall toward the gate for the city’s next level. The ram’s progress was slow, so she had no trouble getting well ahead of it.

She ran down the next set of steps and made her way through the city to the gate. It was slow going moving through the throng making for the same destination. Reaching the gate, she warned the guards that the battering ram was coming.

The last of the evacuees from the first level passed through the gates, and their soldiers moved into view, Nyro and her engine right behind them. As the battering ram made its final approach, the city’s defenders retreated through the gates, and Allison ordered them closed.

Dozens of soldiers stood ready to combat Nyro’s forces once they breached the gate. Allison waited with them as the rest of the citizens continued toward the city’s next level. The battering ram struck the gate, shaking the entire wall, but the gate held. The ram seemed even heavier than she would have guessed from its enormous size, and she wondered if Nyro had found a way to use magic to increase its mass. She didn’t think the gate would hold very long against that thing.

Allison proceeded through the remaining gates as fast as she could, weaving her way between the evacuees and warning the guards at each level that the battering ram was coming. Reaching the castle, she ran inside, finding the great hall empty other than a handful of household guards.

A steady stream of people were making their way down to the undercroft, and Allison joined them. She found Mira, Jezebel, and the girls there with Salerna and the other royals and commanders. Allison updated them on the situation in the city. They agreed to hold out until the last of the city’s population made it through the castle, then they could collapse Mira’s null and recall the sorcerers. She hurried through the castle, making her way up to the keep roof. She found Azure there, gazing across the city.

“I never thought I would see this day,” he said. Highgate was ablaze with fires burning on every level. Allison could hear the clash of arms and spotted their forces trying to repel Nyro and her people as they approached the next gate.

“The crystal tower still stands,” she observed. “The princess and Jezebel both saw it fall in the looking glass when it showed Highgate’s conquest. Nyro must have hit the city with earthquakes in their visions. Something changed.”

“Many things did when Syllith destroyed her Sacred Circle,” Azure said. “Somehow, their loss must have created a situation where Nyro would need the castle for some reason.”

“I wish we knew what that reason was,” Allison muttered.

The last of the city’s people moved inside the castle, and Azure ordered a nearby guard to sound the final horns. Moments later, their report echoed across the city. Their remaining troops retreated into the city’s third level, closing the gate ahead of the battering ram’s arrival. They hurried to the castle, the remaining gates closing behind them.

Allison ran down to the undercroft. The last of Highgate’s citizens were making their way down the steps. She followed them through the caverns and out to the passage beyond. Once they’d made it through that, Allison called earth to collapse the tunnel.

Returning to the undercroft, she found Mira, Jezebel, and the others, and said, “It’s time.”

Mira nodded, collapsing her null. Azure would feel his magic return and contact the other sorcerers via mirror. Sure enough, he came running down the stairs with Khaldun moments later.

Allison embraced Jezebel and the girls, and then Khaldun tucked them into the void along with half of the castle’s other occupants. Once Azure had taken care of the rest, Allison drew power from the two of them and cast the spell to move the army into oblivion. The air around her trembled, and the troops vanished.

“Let’s get out of here,” she said.

Allison, Azure, Mira, and Khaldun ran up to the main level and out of the keep, mounting their carpets in the courtyard. They took off, making themselves invisible. Allison gazed below them in time to see Nyro blast through the castle gates with an earth spell. The city continued burning as her troops moved from one level to the next, and Nyro entered the keep. Highgate was hers.

Battleaxe, Sage, Mist, and Allure had gone to defend the people fleeing into the mountains. Other than the tunnel from the undercroft, the only way to reach that path from the castle was by carpet, and Allison didn’t see any of Nyro’s demon mages heading that way. She used her mirror to contact Allure, and the sorcerer reported that all was well.

Allison summoned Shadow and sent her to keep an eye on Nyro, keeping herself hidden. Then she headed south with Azure, Khaldun, and Shatter. They caught up with the dragons before long, flying together to Bayfast.

The city came into view as the first light of dawn cracked the eastern horizon. Allison checked in with Allure one more time, and she reported that there continued to be no pursuit from the city. They were planning to stay with the evacuees for the rest of that day, then they’d join the others in Bayfast.

Allison landed in a field east of the city and liberated the army from the void. They started making camp, and she flew to the castle. Azure had landed in the courtyard, and the people he’d transported were making their way into the keep. Once there was room, Khaldun liberated his passengers from the void.

Once she’d found Jezebel and the girls, Allison accompanied them into the castle. They went to the great hall, where Miranda’s people were serving breakfast. Mira and Khaldun joined them and they sat down to eat.

Castle Bayfast was much smaller than Highgate, and there wasn’t enough room for all the new arrivals. Princess Miranda’s people provided chambers for as many as they could, but more than half of them had to take lodging in the city. They’d prioritized the royals from the other princedoms, though, so Jezebel and the girls ended up with connected rooms on the topmost level. Mira and Khaldun took the chambers right next to theirs. Nyro still had her pyramid, so Mira expanded her null to protect the castle.

Allison hated confining the girls to the castle again, but there was no choice. It was the only way to keep Alanna safe. She needed to stay in contact with her demons, though, so she stayed in a small house in the city.

Shadow kept an eye on Highgate. Nyro and her people were settling into the city and the castle as if for an extended stay. Most of their army remained camped out on the plain, the two jellyfish monsters nearby, but they had regiments stationed in the city’s every level. Nyro had taken Salerna’s chambers for her own. She spent most of the day consulting with her mages and commanders in the council chambers but put spells in place to keep Shadow out.

Allison summoned a few of her lesser spirits to monitor the area around Bayfast. One of them reported a demon watching the castle from above. Nyro must know where they’d gone, then. She ordered that spirit to continue watching the demon while keeping itself hidden.

Kashi and the other riders had taken the dragons into the forest west of the city, near the coast. The beasts had plenty of room to fly and hunt there.

Allison contacted Siren in Okset and told her that they’d lost Highgate, and were regrouping in Bayfast. Once again, she pleaded for Okset’s aid, and Siren told her she would relay her message to Prince Kamari. Predictably, she got back to her later that day to let her know the prince forbade them from entering his territory.

That evening, Nyro went to the library. After pulling several books from the shelves, she sat at one of the tables pouring over them. Shadow couldn’t get too close, lest she alert Nyro to her presence, so she couldn’t identify the books. Allison found this extremely curious. Nyro was researching something, but what could it be?

Allure reached Allison by mirror as she was getting ready for bed. She told them Highgate’s people had settled in camps far from the city, without any sign of pursuit. She was setting out for Bayfast with Sage, Battleaxe, and Mist, and they were taking one carpet so they could all call air and get there faster.

They arrived in the middle of the night. There was no more housing available in the city, so they stayed with Allison. The house had only two bedrooms, so Allure slept with Allison in her bed, Mist and Sage shared the second bed, and Battleaxe slept on the floor in the main room.

The next morning, they held a council meeting in Princess Miranda’s private dining room. Allison and Jezebel attended, along with Mira and Khaldun, the rest of the university sorcerers, the mages and rulers from the other princedoms, and their top military commanders.

Allison didn’t see Commandant Bishop from the Bastion and asked Prince Leto about his absence.

“I’m sorry to report that Bishop fell in the battle outside of Highgate,” Leto said. “He will be missed.”

“You have our deepest condolences,” Miranda said. “We knew him only by reputation, but our father always spoke highly of the man.”

“Thank you, Your Highness,” Leto said with a nod.

“We must decide this morning how to proceed,” Miranda said. “Highgate has fallen for the first time since Saliman’s rise to power. It seems Nyro has suspended her campaign against us for the time being, though we don’t understand the reason for it. Princess Allison tells us she has ensconced herself in the library. Researching something, though we don’t know what.”

“I have spoken to our scholars,” Azure said. “Princess Allison was able to identify the section of the library Nyro is using, and they tell me that’s where we keep our texts on the healing arts.”

“The healing arts?” Augustine repeated.

“Highgate’s collection on the subject is the largest in Anoria,” Salerna told them, “exceeding even the university’s.”

“What could she want with that?” Leto asked.

“Perhaps capturing her in our spike in Stoutwall did more damage than we thought,” Allure said. “She could be having trouble using her new elvish body the way she did the previous one.”

“I suggested as much to our scholars,” Azure said. “And they tell me there are a few texts about elvish anatomy and physiology in our library.”

“There are?” Sage said.

“Yes, apparently a couple of healers from Highgate came to the aid of some injured elves after Nyro’s defeat,” Azure explained. “I had no idea the information was there. The texts don’t touch upon anything pertaining to magic or history, so they survived the purge.

“The trouble, however, is that we have only a small number of volumes on the subject. According to Princess Allison, Nyro has already included several dozen books in her research. I fear this is leading to something more nefarious than healing herself.”

“Might we send Princess Allison’s demon closer to identify the specific materials Nyro is examining?” Prince Carlo asked.

“I don’t think it would help,” Allison said. “She’s pulled so many volumes, it would be impossible to tell exactly what she’s seeking. And once alerted to Shadow’s presence, she could banish her from the library.”

“So we know Nyro has taken up residence in Castle Highgate,” Khaldun said. “Do we know if Emma and Fang are there with her?”

“Shadow has seen no sign of them,” Allison said. “At this point, I’m inclined to believe Nyro left them behind in her new castle in Drengrvollr or wherever it is.”

“That’s too bad,” Allure said. “Had we been able to rescue them, we could have severed Nyro’s ties to her demon mages, at least.”

“Once Nyro finds whatever it is she’s looking for, she’s sure to resume her campaign against us,” Jezebel said. “She knows we’re here—Allison’s demons have confirmed that. We must decide how best to defend ourselves.”

“We will lose if we make a stand here,” Miranda said. “They defeated us in Highgate, and as you can see, our fortifications here pale in comparison to the ancient capital. Not to mention their greater strength in numbers. Our only hope is to convince Prince Kamari to allow us to come to Okset. Perhaps there, with his greater defenses and standing army, combined with our thaumaturgic resources, we could emerge victorious.”

“Yet Princess Allison tells us that Kamari continues to refuse us,” Salerna said. “We have no leverage against him. Nothing with which to bargain.”

“Not only that,” said Augustine, “but even if we were to defeat Nyro’s army in Okset, it would only buy us time. Only when we have destroyed Nyro—body and spirit—can we claim ultimate victory.”

“This is true,” Leto said. “As long as she survives, I believe she will continue pursuing her goal of exterminating our people. Yet without an army, how could she hope to accomplish this? Surely the citizens of the elvish kingdoms will not be willing to continue sacrificing their own people indefinitely in pursuit of our annihilation.”

“Nyro maintains an iron grip on our lands,” Gyda said. “She’s eliminated all resistance in the Drengrvollri senate. But you are right that our resources are limited. She left enough mages and military units in all of our major cities to stay in control, and beyond those, I’m not sure where else she could raise another army.”

“With Okset’s help, we could defeat her existing forces,” Allison said. “We must find a way to change Kamari’s mind. And the means to destroy Nyro.”


Chapter 29
Plague


Allison wanted to spend some time with Jezebel and the girls. It seemed they were getting a bit of a respite from the war, so why not take full advantage of it? But first, she needed to check in with her demons. So she left the castle with Battleaxe, Allure, Mist, and Sage and went to their house in the city.

The lesser spirits around Bayfast had nothing to report. No strange activity and no sign of Nyro or her forces anywhere near the city. Shadow told her that Nyro had left the library, leaving most of her books strewn about, and relocated to Azure’s workshop. She’d ordered more than a dozen human prisoners brought to her. Allison hadn’t realized they had any prisoners, but Shadow checked the army camp out on the plain and found a tent concealing a pen with a couple of hundred people inside. Allison had to assume these were stragglers from Stoutwall or Highgate.

Allison had a bad feeling about this.

Once the humans were brought to her, Nyro had sealed the chamber against magical observation and cast spells Shadow could not penetrate. So there was no way to know what was going on inside. The demon did check Nyro’s library books, though. They covered a wide variety of topics related to the healing arts, and Allison could tease out no clear connection between them.

Allison used her mirror to contact Siren again, pleading with her to do anything she could to convince Kamari to join the fight. The sorcerer said she had been doing exactly that, but the prince refused to listen.

“We could go there and assassinate him,” Battleaxe said when she told the others about her conversation. “You can use that pyramid to open a portal right up his asshole if you wanted, right?”

Allison had to laugh, but Allure said, “After Nyro’s escape from Pytha, the governors approved a resolution stating we would openly work against any Anorian regime aiding Nyro in any way. It allows for extreme measures such as assassination. After what Henry did, we refuse to make the same mistake again. Had we stood against him sooner, Nyro’s return might have been prevented.”

“You were serious, then,” Allison said to Battleaxe.

“Hell yes, I was serious,” she said. “About the assassination, not going up his asshole.”

“My understanding is that Kamari has produced no heirs but has three younger siblings,” Allison said. “One of them would inherit the princedom were we to assassinate the prince, and there’s no way of knowing if they’d be any more helpful than he is.”

“We could ask Siren,” Mist said with a shrug.

“Not wise,” said Sage. “A question like that would make it obvious what we were considering. Siren is an old-timer, and none of us know her well at all. She might have helped us a bit in our recent negotiations, but there’s no telling where her loyalties truly lie. If she reports our questions to Kamari, it could do more harm than good.”

“Fuck ’em all, then,” said Battleaxe. “If his siblings take the same position he has, we eliminate all of them and take control of the princedom ourselves.”

“Surely their military commanders’ loyalty lies with the royal family,” said Allison. “Overthrowing the rightful rulers isn’t going to win them over.”

“Could Kamari have made an alliance with Nyro?” Battleaxe said. “She could have promised to leave his princedom out of her plans in exchange for his refusal to support us. There’s no doubt she’d renege on that promise, but he does seem to consider himself quite the dealmaker.”

“I don’t think so,” Allison said. “I sensed nothing like this when I met him.”

“So we take out Kamari when no one else is around and one of us assumes his identity,” Mist said. “Siren would sense an illusion spell, but Khaldun could transform one of us into the prince. No one would ever know.”

“I’ll do it,” Battleaxe said with a grin. “I’ve always wondered what it would be like to have a cock.”

Normally, Allison would never consider something so underhanded and blatantly wrong. That she might find this an acceptable solution was a reflection of just how dire their situation had become.

“Let’s think about this for a while before we bring it to the ruling princes and princesses,” she said. “This may be our only way forward. But it’s not a step we should take lightly.” She told them about Nyro’s activities inside Castle Highgate.

“Nyro wasn’t interested in healing anyone,” Allure said when she was done. “She must be experimenting with plague magic.”

“Plague magic?” Battleaxe repeated with a frown. “I guess that would explain some things. Plague was the one member of the Sacred Circle she kept out of the fighting. Other than Reaper, of course, but he was crazy.”

“This must be why,” Sage said. “Nyro could have used him to unleash a disease that would wipe out everyone in Anoria.”

“Why didn’t she, then?” said Mist. “Why go to the trouble of sending so many troops here and waging a war when she could have exterminated us with a spell?”

“Because we can cancel plague magic,” Allure said. “As long as we have sorcerers on our side, we could prevent such a disease from spreading fast enough to achieve her desired result.”

“Not only that, she wanted us to suffer,” Allison said. “To bring us to our knees and know she was the one who had done it. No disease would have quite that same effect.”

“And she only brought Plague here after the dragons arrived in Stoutwall,” Sage said. “She was crushing us until then, so she could afford to wait until she’d eliminated more of us. But once we turned the tide, she decided to accelerate her plans.”

“That could be,” Allure said. “And once Syllith destroyed the Sacred Circle, we took away the weapon she needed to complete her plans.”

“That makes sense,” Allison said. “Shadow confirmed that Nyro had never acquired Plague’s unique abilities. This would explain what she’s doing in Highgate. She needed their library to help her research ways to duplicate Plague’s magic.”

“And now she must be testing her spells on those prisoners,” Battleaxe said. “Well, this is going to be fun!”

“Can you go there using the pyramid and stop her somehow?” Mist said.

“I don’t see how,” Allison said. “Even if I were to kill her, she could reanimate another body. There’s no way to take away her knowledge.”

“That’s the crux of the problem,” Sage said. “Even if we defeat her in battle, we have no way to destroy her.”

Allure met Allison’s gaze for a moment, but didn’t say anything.

Allison went up to the castle and found Jezebel in their chambers with Alanna and Leda. Alanna was desperate to see Sigrid, but there was no good place for him to land in the castle—the courtyard here was too small. She could probably land there, but wouldn’t have enough room to take off again. She would have to climb up the castle and take off from the battlements and might damage the building on the way up.

“What about the keep?” Alanna said. “She could land and take off from the roof.” Allison gave her a skeptical look. “Please, Mother! Sigrid is dying without me!”

“We’ll need to get Princess Miranda’s permission first,” Jezebel said.

“Let’s go ask her now!” Alanna said.

Allison went to find the princess. She was in her council chambers with Beast and her advisers. Allison apologized for the interruption and asked about the dragon. Much to her surprise, Miranda not only granted her permission but asked if she could meet Sigrid. So Allison went to get Jezebel and the girls, and they joined Princess Miranda and Beast on the keep roof.

Alanna summoned Sigrid, and moments later, they saw his winged form rising above the forest to the west. The dragon reached the city, swooping around the castle once before landing near the roof’s edge. She lowered her head as Alanna approached, and the girl pressed her forehead to her snout.

Miranda gasped. “How majestic! I’ve never seen one this close before!”

“You can pet her if you want,” Jezebel said. “She’s very friendly as long as Alanna is around.”

“No, no, I think this is close enough,” Miranda said. “Thank you, though.”

Allison moved toward the dragon. She knew Alanna was probably communicating with her, but she couldn’t tell what they were saying. She could, however, sense the dragon’s feelings and her love for Alanna. It went beyond just love, though. It was devotion. A loyalty that would never waver. Sigrid would sacrifice herself for Alanna should it ever be necessary. It was, Allison realized, something akin to a mother’s love for her daughter. She’d never known the dragons were capable of such powerful emotions.

“Mother, could I take Sigrid for a ride?” Alanna asked.

“Out of the question, I’m afraid,” Allison said, wiping a tear from her cheek. “Nyro’s demon is watching us from above, and she still has her pyramid.”

Alanna looked up as if expecting to see the demon floating there. It was keeping itself hidden, however. “Sigrid says you could ride with us. That would be safer, wouldn’t it?”

“On my carpet, you mean,” Allison said.

“No—Sigrid says you could ride her with me. You’d have to hold on to me as tight as you can—as long as we’re together, she can protect us both. But if we separate, she might drop one of us, and unfortunately, it would be you.”

She was so earnest, Allison had to giggle. Yet she found she was a little scared of riding the dragon. Which was foolish—she’d been flying for years. And once outside the null, she could pull her carpet out of the void and fly on her own if anything happened.

“Please?” Alanna said, bouncing on the balls of her feet.

“Wait here,” Allison said. “I’ll be right back.”

She hurried out of the castle, and once clear of Mira’s null, checked with Shadow. She reported Nyro had not left Azure’s workshop. That might change in an instant, of course, if the demon alerted her to Alanna leaving the null. Allison told Shadow to let her know immediately if Nyro emerged.

Hurrying back to the keep roof, she told Alanna she would ride Sigrid with her. She let Jezebel know what she was doing as the dragon lowered her head and wing and Alanna climbed onto her back. Allison followed her up, sitting right behind her and holding on for dear life.

Sigrid ran across the roof, extending her wings and catching air as she leaped off the far end. They soared once around the city before flying off toward the forest. One of the other dragons gave chase as they passed the rest of the crash and Sigrid headed out over the sea. She went into a dive, tucking in her wings, and Allison felt weightless. Alanna screamed for joy, Allison for terror. She’d pulled maneuvers like this on her carpet, but she’d been in control then. This was completely different.

Sigrid pulled up before they hit the water, somehow managing to get behind the other dragon. Allison realized it had a rider, too, and figured this had to be Soren. The two beasts chased each other around for a while before landing in the field with the rest of the crash.

Allison and Alanna climbed down, and Alanna ran off to embrace Soren, who’d landed right behind them. Allison checked with Shadow again, but Nyro was still locked inside her chamber. She pretended not to be watching as Alanna kissed Soren, even though part of her wanted to pull her away from him. Alanna wasn’t a little girl anymore and would be making her own way in the world soon enough. Assuming any of them survived.

Despite Shadow’s repeated assurances that Nyro had shown no sign of leaving Highgate, Allison remained nervous the whole time they were out with Sigrid. Not for herself, but for Alanna. She breathed a sigh of relief when the dragon returned them to the keep roof and she climbed off, Alanna right behind her.

Allison wanted to spend more time with her family, but inside the null, she’d be cut off from her demons. So she left the castle and found Allure and Sage in their house. Battleaxe and Mist had gone off to explore the city. Allison let them know she’d be staying in the castle for a while and would have Shadow alert them if anything happened with Nyro. Once she’d let Shadow know, she returned to the castle.

She stayed with Jezebel and the girls until dinner and went with them to the great hall to eat. They sat with Mira and Khaldun, and as the others chatted, Allison paid attention to something that had been in the back of her mind since the battle in Highgate. Maybe longer. They did actually have a way to destroy Nyro. It was obvious once she’d thought of it. And though it would require her to make the ultimate sacrifice, that would be a small price to pay, given the stakes.

Allison decided to keep this realization to herself for now. She hoped to avoid this path. And it was something she would do only as a last resort. Yet she could think of no other way.

For the next few days, very little happened. The bulk of Nyro’s forces remained camped on the plain outside Highgate. The two jellyfish monsters hovered nearby. Nyro left Azure’s workshop only briefly to eat or nap. Every now and then, her people would bring her more human prisoners. None of them had left that chamber. Allison had to assume they were right about Nyro experimenting on them with plague magic.

Allison spoke to Siren in Okset a couple of more times, but it was clear Kamari wouldn’t budge. She and the university sorcerers had several more discussions about the idea of forcibly removing him and replacing him with Battleaxe transformed to look like the prince. Allison wasn’t comfortable with this idea but was willing to do it if they could find no other way of getting Kamari to cooperate. Battleaxe and Mist wanted to do it right away so they could move their people to Okset and prepare to face Nyro again. And Allure and Sage felt this course of action was morally wrong, but wouldn’t stop anyone else from carrying it out.

In the end, they decided to present the idea to the ruling princes and princesses at the council meeting the next morning. Allison revealed the plan to Jezebel at breakfast, and she hated the idea but given the circumstances, supported it wholeheartedly. And together with Battleaxe and Mist, they were planning on trying to convince the other rulers.

Allison asked Camilla to wait outside the castle during the council meeting and let her know if there were any reports from Shadow. She let her into her house and told Shadow what she was doing. After that, she returned to the castle and met Jezebel and the others in the private dining room.

Once all of the usual participants had taken their seats, Princess Miranda asked for any updates. Allison told them that nothing had changed with Okset or in Highgate, and explained their plan to replace Prince Kamari.

“No, we cannot do this,” Prince Augustine said with a frown. “We must not. It is wrong to supplant a ruling prince or princess in their sovereign territory. There must be some pressure we can exert on Kamari to get him to change his stance.”

“With all due respect, Your Highness,” said Prince Leto, “I must disagree. What you say does apply in a time of peace. But we will know no peace until we vanquish Nyro. The very survival of our people depends on this.”

“I do not relish this choice,” Princess Salerna said. “And if it comes to it, I must agree with Prince Leto. However, might there not be another way? Could one of you sorcerers use a spell of compliance on Prince Kamari? If I understand the magic correctly, that would bend him to our will without the necessity of assassinating him.”

“His sorcerer, Siren, would sense such a spell, Your Highness,” said Allison. “Battleaxe’s transformation, on the other hand, would not be detectable. She would be physically changed, so there would be no spell for Siren to sense.”

“Siren would know something was afoot when the prince suddenly reverses course on his decision not to join forces,” Imani pointed out.

“We could place Siren under a compliance spell, too,” said Azure. “Most of us here lack the power, but you could do it, Your Highness,” he added to Allison.

“That’s not a bad idea,” Jezebel said pensively. “We could put Kamari under the spell first, then let Siren know what we’ve done. Who knows—she might support us. If not, then we could put her under the same spell.”

Camilla burst into the room at that moment and let Allison know that Shadow had reached out with important news. Allison left the castle with her to take Shadow’s report.

“Nyro just emerged from her workshop. Cyclone and Warhammer were waiting for her in the undercroft with their carpets unfurled on the floor. They went into the chamber, and I lost sight of them for several moments. Nyro’s spells prevent me from seeing inside. Cyclone returned to the undercroft, using magic to move four large sacks onto her carpet. Nyro opened a portal for her. Cyclone flew through it and disappeared.”

“Could you tell where she was going?”

“I saw nothing but blue sky on the other side. And now Warhammer has gone through another portal, also with four sacks. I could see the sky and the sea beyond his portal.”

Allison was about to check in with her lesser spirits when one of them reported that a carpet had appeared above their army camp outside the city. The rider dropped three sacks over the side before flying over the keep and dropping a fourth one there. Then the carpet took off again, disappearing through another portal. Nyro must have created it remotely.

“Oh, no,” Allison said out loud, her eyes going wide. She ran back inside, returning to the private dining room.

“What is it, Your Highness?” Princess Miranda asked.

Allison told them what had happened.

“We have to get word to the soldiers not to approach the sacks,” Allure said, getting to her feet.

Allison left the castle with Allure and Battleaxe. She summoned Shadow and sent her out to the camp. A moment later, she met Allure’s gaze. “We’re too late.”


Chapter 30
Leverage


The soldiers near the fallen sacks had already moved in close, opening them to reveal there were people inside. Two women and a man who seemed like they’d been very close to death even before they fell from the carpet. Through Shadow, Allison told the soldiers to clear an area around each of the fallen victims and not to let anyone else approach them. Next, she relayed orders to the commanders not to let anyone enter or leave the camp.

Allison and Battleaxe hurried up to the keep roof with Allure. Another sack had landed there. Without moving too close, they could hear someone moaning and coughing inside of it. Allison called fire, carefully burning away the material without letting the flames touch the man within.

She’d revealed a heartbreaking sight. The man was only in his twenties, naked, emaciated, and filthy—covered in his own feces from the smell of him. He coughed up a puddle of blood before saying, “Kill me, please,” his voice raspy.

“This must be the result of Nyro’s plague magic,” Battleaxe said.

“I should give him a reading,” Allure said, “but I’ll need to get closer.”

“Allure, no,” Allison said. “If you touch him, you could get sick, too.”

“I require close proximity but not physical contact,” she said. “And we’re inside Mira’s null, so the magic can’t spread here.”

“Why would they drop him here, then?” Battleaxe asked. “They must know the null is intact. Why not drop him somewhere in the city?”

“It was Cyclone,” Allison said. “Shadow told me she wants to resist Nyro’s commands. Maybe this was her way of helping us out—it’s probably the most she could do.”

Allure moved in closer, stopping only a couple of feet away from the sick man. Closing her eyes and reaching toward him with one hand, she said, “His body is consuming itself. The internal damage has progressed too far to save him.” Backing away from him, she added, “I feel this sickness must be the result of Nyro’s plague magic, but it’s impossible to tell inside the null.”

“We should go to the army camp,” Allison said. “That’s well beyond the null, so we should get a better idea of what we’re facing.”

“Yes,” Allure agreed. “We should take care of him first. Can Mira shrink her null long enough to fly him out of here?”

“I’ll let her know,” Battleaxe said, hurrying inside the keep.

Once Allison felt her magic return, she pulled her carpet out of the void, unfurling it on the rooftop. Calling air, she moved the sick man to the center of her carpet. Allure sat down by the rear edge, Allison up front.

They flew to the seashore, landing on a sandy beach. Allison called air again, moving the man onto the sand, well away from her carpet. Allure let the man know what she was going to do, and he begged her to hurry. Closing her eyes, she called the magical force, putting him to sleep. She kept going, though, putting him further and further under until his heart and brain stopped functioning.

“It’s done,” Allure said, wiping a tear from her cheek.

“We should incinerate the body just to be safe,” Allison said.

Allure nodded. Calling fire, she burned the corpse until nothing remained but ash.

Boarding Allison’s carpet, they flew to the army camp. It was easy to find the other three victims from the large spaces the soldiers had left around them. Allison landed near the first one.

The victim was lying naked on the ground, her condition even worse than the man on top of the keep. She was only semi-conscious and seemed to be hallucinating—she was screaming about being eaten alive by scorpions. Allison stayed back as Allure moved closer, shutting her eyes and holding out one hand toward the woman.

“This is plague magic for sure,” Allure said. “It’s still active inside of her. I believe I can cancel it, but it’s already too late for her. The sickness is consuming her from the inside out.”

Allure canceled the spell. She tried explaining to the woman what was happening to her, but she was too far gone to understand her words.

“There’s nothing else we can do for her,” Allison said. “Ending her life would be an act of mercy at this point.”

Allure nodded. She cast the spell to put the woman to sleep, pushing her further under until she breathed her last breath. Allison called fire, incinerating the body.

They were about to fly to the next victim when one of the soldiers approached them. His nose was bleeding. “Your Highness and my lady,” he said, bowing to them. “Some of us who got close to that poor woman when she first hit the ground aren’t feeling too well. Most of us have got nosebleeds. Is there anything you can do for us?”

“We can help,” Allure said. “But we should take care of the last two dropped from the sky, first. They’re the source of the sickness. Round up anyone experiencing symptoms of any kind and isolate them from the rest of the camp. We’ll be there as soon as we can.”

The soldier thanked them and hurried off.

Allison and Allure took care of Nyro’s last two victims. The soldiers had moved the sick among them to a separate area of the field, so they went there next. As they rose from Allison’s carpet, she realized that Allure was bleeding from the nose.

“The magic must be moving through the air, carrying the sickness from one person to the next,” she said. “It enters the body through the mouth or nose and goes to work immediately. Can you sense the magic in me?”

Allison focused on her, and sure enough, she could detect the spell doing its work. She examined it for a minute to understand how it worked, then canceled it. And then Allure pointed out that her nose had started bleeding, too. Allure canceled the spell for her.

The two of them got to work helping the sick soldiers. They all had Nyro’s plague magic inside of them. Allison and Allure canceled the spells and assured the afflicted that they should be fine. The magic worked very fast but still needed time to spread through the body before doing enough damage to be fatal.

A steady stream of victims arrived as they worked, and once they’d treated the last of them, they waited a while longer to see if anyone else would show up. Several more did, but after another hour, it seemed like they’d managed to contain the outbreak.

Allison and Allure flew back to the city, landing outside the castle. They were about to go inside when Allison sensed someone contacting her by mirror. It was Siren, and she looked awful. She was bleeding from the nose and eyes.

“Your Highness,” she said, “the prince doesn’t know I’m reaching out to you. Something has happened here that I cannot explain. Four people fell from the sky—I have to assume one of Nyro’s people dropped them from their carpet.”

Allison stopped her, explaining what was going on. “Where did they drop the victims?”

“One in the middle of the courtyard and the other three outside the city in the midst of our army. They were on death’s doorstep anyway, so I stopped their hearts and we incinerated the bodies.”

“How many of your people are sick so far?”

“Only a few of the prince’s advisers and me inside the castle,” she said. “Perhaps two hundred soldiers. It seems to be spreading very fast—I’ve never seen anything like this.”

“What about Prince Kamari?”

“His nose has started bleeding but he says he feels healthy other than that.”

“He’s not. Unless someone cancels the magic soon, everyone in your city is going to die.”

“I’m the only sorcerer here,” she said, her eyes going wide. “And this illness is affecting my magic. I can’t sense active spells anymore. And as you know, I can’t cancel this if I can’t get a sense of how it works first. Can you help us?”

“Let me speak with the ruling council. I’ll contact you as soon as I can.”

Allison and Allure moved into the castle. They found the rest of the council still assembled, anxiously awaiting their report. The two of them took their seats, and Allure recounted their efforts to counteract Nyro’s plague. Allison told them about the situation in Okset.

“How the tables have turned,” Battleaxe said with a grin.

“We should help them, of course,” said Allison, “but make sure Kamari joins the fight against Nyro in return.”

“Yes, definitely,” Miranda said. “How do we guarantee Prince Kamari will honor his side of the bargain?”

“Let Allure and me go to his palace,” said Allison. “We’ll cure the prince and his sorcerer. At the rate this sickness seems to spread, it’s already too late for us to help his army—the two of us would never be able to outpace this thing.

“Mira could, however. If she were to engulf their entire army within her null, that should cancel the active magic. We’ll tell Kamari that if he lets us come to Okset—all of us, including our army—and agrees to join the fight against Nyro, we’ll cure his soldiers.”

“By the time we get there, many of them could be beyond saving,” Allure said. “But we’ll do the best we can, of course.”

“To hell with that,” said Battleaxe. “Let him die. We’ll deal with his next-in-line.”

“Bad idea,” said Imani. “He or she could be worse. At least you know where you stand with Kamari.”

“Now, wait a minute,” said Augustine. “Are we sure we’ve eradicated this sickness here? Among our own people?”

“Allison and I acted fast enough to stop it in its tracks,” Allure said. “I’ve never heard of a disease spreading anywhere near this fast, but it’s the magic itself that’s carrying it from one person to the next. That’s what makes this different from a normal plague.”

“That makes sense,” Khaldun said. “Nyro needn’t have bothered sending armies here if this disease spread the normal way. She could have released it in a few major population centers and been done with us. This way, she knows she needs to take out our sorcerers first.”

“At this rate of transmission, it may well spread too fast to move beyond the initial target zone,” Sage said. “If we declined to intervene in Okset, for example, it might kill everyone there before it has an opportunity to spread anywhere else.”

“Nyro knows two major forces stand in her way,” Allure said. “Okset and us. She has to take out our mages and Okset’s army before she can proceed with the rest of her plans. This disease has a greater chance than most of eliminating both of those groups. With us out of the way, she could unleash a more traditional plague that would be virulent enough to take out the rest of the population, while spreading slow enough to reach every corner of Anoria.”

“With Shadow’s help, we anticipated this move,” said Battleaxe. “Were it not for that, Nyro might well have succeeded. Or at least incapacitated our sorcerers enough to keep us from stopping the spread.”

The council agreed with Allison’s proposal unanimously. Allison and Allure left the castle together, and Allison reached out to Siren with her mirror. The sorcerer’s condition appeared to have worsened just in the short time since their last communication. Siren told them they’d have to come there and propose their agreement to Kamari directly. She agreed to meet them in the entry hall.

Allison used her pyramid to open a portal to Kamari’s castle and walked through it with Allure. Siren was waiting for them, leaning on a cane. She looked worse in person than she had through the mirror.

“We should cure you now before it’s too late,” Allure said.

Siren nodded. “His Highness won’t like it, but he’ll like it even less if I die. Please, proceed.”

Holding out one hand, Allure canceled the plague magic. “The sickness has already spread into your lungs and heart. It may take a day or two before your symptoms resolve.”

“Thank you,” Siren said. “Now, if you’ll come with me?”

The sorcerer led them into the throne room. They found Prince Kamari slouching in his seat, his scepter drooping in his hand, and his crown tilted to one side. Blood was oozing from his nose, and he seemed unaware of their presence.

Siren cleared her throat. “Your Highness, may I present Princess Allison and Lady Allure.”

Kamari sat up with a start. “My apologies, I was lost in thought for a moment. My sorcerer tells me you have a new offer for me?”

“Your Highness, you are not well,” Allison said. “Please, let us help you, then we can proceed with our negotiations.”

Kamari nodded. “Yes, perhaps that would be for the best.”

Allison focused on the prince, sensing the magic that had invaded his body. She canceled it with a wave of her hand. “The disease spread into your lungs, but not any further. It may take a while before you feel better, but you should be out of danger.”

“Thank you,” the prince said. He coughed once, then added, “Now tell me about your proposal.”

“It’s quite simple. You allow us to come here with our army and the rest of our people, and together, we will fight Nyro and her forces. In exchange, we will cure anyone in your castle who’s become sick and as many of your soldiers as we can. Please realize, however, that for some of them, it may already be too late.”

“If you can rid my people of this plague, I shall gladly consider joining forces with you,” he said with a smile.

“I’m sorry, Your Highness, but that’s not how this is going to work,” Allison said. “We’ll need to bring all of our people here first and have your guarantee that you will join us in this fight before we help your people.”

Kamari chuckled. “If you let my army die, there will be no one left to come to your aid.”

“So be it,” Allison said, turning and striding away, Allure right behind her. She half expected the prince to call them back, but he said nothing.

They left the throne room, and Allison opened a portal back to Bayfast. They stepped through it, and she let it collapse. But before they’d entered the castle, Allison felt someone reaching out to her through her mirror. She pulled it out to find Siren staring up from the glass.

“Your Highness, Prince Kamari would like a word,” she said.

Allison nodded and she handed the mirror to the prince.

“Please forgive me, Princess Allison,” he said. “You came here to cure me without requiring anything from me in return, and it was rude of me to be so ungrateful.”

“Yes, it was,” she said.

“My father taught me from a young age to put Okset first in all things,” he said, taking a deep breath and coughing. “Our people have always been suspicious of anyone not from Shifar and this has led to our isolationist tendencies. My father told me that the princedoms in Maeda often took advantage of our forebears and it was best to go our own way. But your actions have shown you to be honorable. Even selfless, perhaps.”

“I wouldn’t go that far,” Allison said with a grin. “We need you if we’re going to defeat Nyro. You could say saving you was an act of self-interest.”

Kamari chuckled. “I like your honesty, Princess Allison. You win. Bring your people here. On my honor, together, we will defend Anoria.”

Allison wasn’t about to take him at his word, and her sympathetic magic didn’t work through the mirrors. She opened a portal back to Okset and insisted that the prince repeat his pledge in person. He did, and she sensed no duplicity in him. This time, he intended to uphold his end of their agreement.

Allison returned to Bayfast. She entered the castle with Allure, and they gave the council the good news. After discussing the situation, they decided it would be best to leave for Okset immediately. Miranda sent her people to assemble all of the various royals now occupying Bayfast in the castle courtyard, along with their mages, commanders, and advisers.

Heading back outside, Allison had Shadow give her an aerial view of Okset. It was a much bigger city than Bayfast or even Highgate. Kamari’s army was camped outside the city walls, which was quite far from the castle. The city was sprawling like Arthos, but unlike the free city, the vast majority of the structures were built from stone instead of wood, with gleaming towers and domed structures throughout. There were many gardens and public squares, too, giving the city’s populace plenty of space to gather and stretch their legs. The castle sat on a hill, with thick, high walls. Despite its size, most of the city was walled as well.

Shadow told her that Okset had grown tremendously over the centuries, and every time it overgrew its walls, the ruler at the time had new ones built. Each wall had several gates, all of which were usually kept open, but could be closed in time of war. Castle Okset was also much larger than its counterparts in Highgate and Stoutwall.

Once everyone had gathered in the courtyard, Mira collapsed her null. Khaldun and Allure each tucked half of their people into the void and took off on their carpets. Mira, Sage, and Battleaxe rode with Khaldun, while Mist and Beast rode with Allure. They’d reach their destination much faster with extra mages calling air.

Allison took care of their combined armies. Once she’d tucked them into the void, she took off on her carpet. Shatter and Azure rode with her and they caught up with the other carpets in no time, heading south for Okset. She worried that a significant percentage of Kamari’s army would be beyond saving by the time they arrived, but there was no faster way to get Mira there. And Siren had assured her they were doing their best to isolate the troops who were already displaying symptoms from the healthy ones.

Even with multiple mages calling air, it still took the entire day to reach Okset; the dragons were coming, too, but it would take them longer to get there. Once Khaldun and Allure had landed in the castle courtyard, Allison doubled back, landing in an open field by the sea. She released their armies from the void and returned to the castle. Allure and Khaldun had already liberated their passengers, and Allison reunited with Jezebel, Alanna, and Leda. She was going to keep the girls with her until Mira could return to the castle and establish her null there.

Khaldun and Mira took off again, and Allison followed, Alanna sitting in front of her, and Leda behind. They flew to the Okseti army camp, and Khaldun landed right in the center. Allison stayed aloft, far enough out to avoid losing her magic. Mira expanded her null to its fullest extent, easily encompassing the entire army, including those who’d been isolated. She left it in place for a minute before collapsing it again. That should be enough to cancel Nyro’s plague magic.

Siren was waiting for Mira to establish her null over the castle, then she’d send their healers to help as many of the sick soldiers as they could. It was possible some of the healers could be infected with the plague magic and not know it yet, so they wanted to take every precaution. Mira’s null would eliminate the spells whether they were symptomatic or not.

Allison’s best estimate was that ten thousand of Okset’s standing army of seventy thousand had been isolated from the rest. So even if they lost all ten thousand, they’d still have sixty thousand healthy soldiers. Combined with their own armies, that would give them roughly ninety thousand troops, even before Kamari called in his levies.

Allison and Khaldun flew back to the castle with Mira and the girls. Once they’d landed and tucked their carpets into the void, Mira expanded her null to include the entire castle. Certain now that the healers would be plague-free, Siren sent them out to the army camp.

For the first time since the Battle of Stoutwall, it seemed like they stood a good chance of defeating the enemy forces. Yet Allison still felt uneasy about their prospects.


Chapter 31
Change of Plans


Unlike Bayfast, Castle Okset had more than enough room to house all the extra people. Allison stayed with Jezebel and the girls, and they had adjoining rooms, each with its own washroom. The accommodations were nothing short of opulent, with walls and floors of marble, four-poster beds large enough for four people each, and rich tapestries hanging from the walls. The four of them ate together in the great hall, and the food was some of the best Allison had ever tasted.

Shadow was still monitoring the situation in Highgate, and she had her lesser spirits take positions around Okset to keep an eye on things there. They wouldn’t be able to reach her inside the null, so she stationed several of their guards outside the castle. The lesser spirits would report to Shadow if anything was amiss, and Shadow could alert the guards. One of them could relay any message to Allison inside the castle.

The next morning, Prince Kamari held a council meeting. His usual council chambers were too small to accommodate everyone, but there was a separate meeting hall with more than enough space. All the various rulers, mages, and military commanders were present.

“Good morning, everyone, and thank you for attending,” the prince said, smiling around at them from the head of the table. Gone were his crown and scepter, and he wore simple leather armor, not unlike Allison’s. “We stand united here in the ancient capital of Shifar to face the greatest enemy Anoria has ever known. And this morning, we must lay our plans to ensure the most glorious victory in the history of the continent.

“We know Nyro will send her army here, along with her mages and these jellyfish monsters I have heard so much about. With the city nestled between the river and the sea, she will have no choice but to attack from the northeast. There is no other approach an army so large could use.”

“Nyro will tuck her army into the void and transport them here by carpet,” Allison said. “But that is where she will have to release them for sure.”

“Our latest estimate puts the enemy force at sixty-five thousand,” Kamari continued. “Okset lost roughly five thousand to Nyro’s plague, and another three thousand or so will not make a full recovery in time to join the battle. This leaves us with a little over sixty thousand, combined with the thirty thousand the rest of you have brought here. I have called in the levies from our holdings, which should give us another thirty thousand, for a total of one hundred twenty thousand.”

“Almost two-to-one in our favor,” Battleaxe said, nodding appreciatively. “It’s nice to be the dominant force for once.”

“Yes, and yet from what the rest of you have told me after your previous battles, it will still be a difficult fight,” Kamari said. “So why not increase our numbers as much as we possibly can? Face Nyro with overwhelming force.”

“That would be ideal, of course,” said Prince Carlo, “but where would we find more soldiers?”

“Horn,” Allison said simply.

“Horn indeed,” Kamari agreed with a smile. “Princess Zuri has a standing army of forty thousand. If your sorcerers can bring them here the same way you did your own people, we could go into this battle with the largest army Shifar has ever seen.”

“Zuri’s sorcerer did suggest that the princess would be more inclined to send aid if Okset joined the fight,” Allison said. “I can go to Horn when we’re done here and make our request.”

“I shall accompany you,” Kamari said. “Zuri will not turn me down. Tell me where we stand thaumaturgically.”

“We’re facing Nyro, of course, the greatest mage in the history of Anoria, and based on recent experience, it’s likely she will come here in person,” Allison said. “Now that she’s added plague magic to her repertoire, we can expect her to use it in battle. She still has seven demon mages, twelve wraiths, and dozens of elf mages in her service. And, of course, she’s sure to bring her two jellyfish creatures as well.”

“Your Highness, your city does present a unique challenge when it comes to using my null,” Mira said. “It’s too large for me to protect the castle and the army at the same time. If I position myself halfway between the two, my null won’t extend far enough to protect either.”

“Not a good situation,” said Shatter. “Without the null, the jellyfish could destroy the castle. We’d have nowhere to retreat if we’re overwhelmed on the field. Yet without the null protecting our troops in the battle, Nyro could wipe them out with plague magic.”

“This isn’t like Highgate,” Battleaxe said, shaking her head. “This time, there is nowhere else to fall back. If it came to that, retreating to the castle for a siege would only prolong the inevitable. No, this is our final battle. We leave it all on the field. Everything we have.”

“And if they overwhelm us again?” Salerna said. “If we reach the same point we did in Highgate, where our destruction becomes certain? Surely retreating to the castle would improve our chances.”

“Yet if we keep Lady Mira here to protect the castle, then we could lose our entire army to Nyro’s plague,” Augustine said. “And if she protects the army, we lose the castle. There is no third option.”

“Maybe there is,” Battleaxe said. “Years ago, we fought one of Henry’s armies in Arthos. Unlike Okset, Arthos has no city walls. It has no fortified gates or battlements. We drew the enemy force into the city, with soldiers embedded in every building along the route to the central square. By the time the army reached our remaining forces there, we’d whittled them down to more manageable numbers.

“We could use a similar ploy here, only it would be far stronger. Close the outermost city gates, and make Nyro fight to breach that wall. Once she does, her army would have to fight its way to the next wall. Have companies waiting in every garden and square along their route. Soldiers embedded in every structure and archers on every rooftop. Wear them down and reduce their numbers the entire way. The largest square in the city is right outside this very castle. So we keep our best soldiers waiting there and draw the enemy toward them.

“The problem in Highgate was that with our entire army outside the city walls, they were easy pickings for the jellyfish. This way, with the troops spread out, and many of them hidden inside various buildings, it’ll be much tougher for the monsters to get to them. We’ll still lose some, but nowhere near the numbers we did in Highgate. And that will allow us to keep Mira in the castle.”

“Yes, I believe you are right,” said Kamari. “We have already begun evacuating our people from the city. With them safely removed to the countryside, the buildings you need will be empty.”

“We should still field a force outside the city walls,” Shatter said. “A sizable one, I think. Let Nyro think we are engaging her in a traditional battle. Once her forces begin to overwhelm ours, then we retreat into the city, drawing her army in after us.”

“Maybe, but that’s going to mean greater losses to the jellyfish,” Battleaxe said.

“We can keep our sorcerers near the fighting,” Allure said. “Perhaps by working together, we can overcome the monster’s defenses. It seems like its outer shell is impervious to magic, but perhaps with all of us attacking its underside, we can take it down.”

They spent another hour debating the details of their plan, and finally, Kamari adjourned the meeting. Allison left the castle with the prince. She removed her carpet and the pyramid from the void and opened a portal to Zuri’s palace in Horn. Kamari felt it would be best to show her the proper respect, so they arrived outside the palace gate. Allison tucked her carpet and pyramid back into the void as two of the guards hurried over to them from the gatehouse.

The guards didn’t draw their weapons this time. Allison remembered one of them from last time, and it seemed he recognized her, too. “Your Highness,” he said with a bow. “What brings you to Horn?”

“We need to speak with Princess Zuri,” she said.

“Let her know Prince Kamari from Okset requests an audience,” he added with a grin.

The guard’s eyes went wide. “Yes, Your Highness, right away.”

He hurried off while the second guard waited with them. Only moments later, he returned, saying, “The princess will see you immediately.”

“I told you so,” Kamari said to Allison.

They opened the gates, and the guard led them inside. The palace equaled Castle Okset in opulence without any of the fortifications. Allison figured they must have a separate building they used in time of war like Stoutwall had. They followed the guard into the throne room, where they found Princess Zuri waiting for them.

“Your Highness,” Kamari said as he approached the dais.

“Prince Kamari,” she said with a smile. Zuri appeared to be about the same age as Kamari, with a keen look in her eyes. Her demeanor alone indicated she was not someone to be trifled with. Allison sensed an energy between them that suggested an intimate history. She’d heard that Kamari was quite the rakehell when it came to women, but this seemed like something more serious.

Kamari spoke to her in a different language, and Allison suspected it was ancient Shifari. She didn’t know what he was saying, but Zuri’s expression grew suspicious, then determined. She responded in the same tongue, and judging by the prince’s body language, he was satisfied with what she said.

“Princess Zuri has agreed to join us in our fight against Nyro,” the prince told Allison, shooting her a wink; Allison failed to stifle a grin.

The princess sent her steward to gather her sorcerer, Davu, and her three other mages, as well as her military commanders and advisers. It ended up being a group of roughly twenty. Allure tucked them into the void, except for Davu.

The sorcerer led them out of the castle, and he, Kamari, and Zuri each took a seat on Allison’s carpet. She flew them farther inland, where the army had its barracks. Davu went to speak to the commanders while the others waited. Once they’d notified their soldiers what was happening, Allison tucked the entire army into the void, the air around them vibrating as if from a giant gong.

They mounted the carpet again, taking off for Okset. With Allison and Davu both calling air, they made it to the city well before sunset. Allison landed out in the fields near their own armies. Getting to her feet, she released the Hornish army from the void. Flying into the city, she landed again right outside the castle and released the rest of Zuri’s people.

Allison tucked her things into the void, and they headed inside. She reached her chambers to find Jezebel and the girls trying on dresses.

“What’s going on here?” she asked with an amused smile.

“Kamari didn’t tell you?” Jezebel said. “He’s holding a feast in the great hall tonight. The master of wardrobe has sent formal wear for the members of all the royal households.”

“This hardly seems appropriate with the threat of war upon us,” Allison said.

“His castle, his rules,” Jezebel said with a shrug. “It might be the last celebration of our lives, so we might as well enjoy it!”

Allison had to admit she had a point. Someone had told the master of wardrobe about their tradition of wearing matching gowns in white and black. So they chose their favorites, and the four of them got dressed. Allison wore white to contrast against her dark skin.

They made their way down to the great hall, where they found Soren waiting for Alanna, dressed in formal wear. Scarlett from Stoutwall’s household guard was there, too, and she greeted Leda with a kiss.

Prince Kamari and Princess Zuri were sitting at the head table, along with Siren, Davu, and their other mages. There were tables just below that for the royal households from Blacksand, Keepstone, Stoutwall, Highgate, Bayfast, and Spanbrook, and a separate table for the university. Hanging from the wall behind the head table were the banners of the five ancient kingdoms, Dorshire, Maeda, Kong, Shifar, and Pytha.

The staff served wine as the guests continued to arrive. Battleaxe wore her armor, which made Allison chuckle. But Mist and Sage wore gowns, and Allure a dress that left very little to the imagination. Khaldun and Mira arrived wearing their mage’s robes and sat with Allison and her family.

“No formal wear for you?” Jezebel said.

“They did provide us with several options to choose from,” Mira said with a shrug. “But we always dress like this for formal occasions back home. Why break with tradition?”

Once everyone had arrived and taken their seats, Kamari got to his feet, clinking his glass with his fork to get everyone’s attention. “Your Highnesses, lords and ladies, people of Anoria. We are gathered here tonight on the eve of the most important battle in the history of the five kingdoms. Our ancient nemesis seeks to annihilate us, yet in the face of that threat, we have united. And together, we shall bask in the glory of the greatest victory the continent has ever seen!”

“Or die trying,” Battleaxe shouted.

Many chuckled as Kamari raised his glass and yelled, “To Anoria!”

“To Anoria!” the guests responded, everyone taking a drink of their wine.

Kamari’s staff served a feast fit for a king, with a seemingly endless number of courses. Halfway through the meal, Allison was so full she couldn’t eat another bite, but the food kept coming.

After the last course, a group of musicians started playing, and many people got up to dance—Prince Kamari with Princess Zuri, and Battleaxe with Shatter, Allison noted with a smile. Alanna and Soren danced together, as did Leda and Scarlett. Allison didn’t feel much like dancing, but Jezebel insisted, so she went with her, and Mira and Khaldun joined them as well.

The feast continued late into the night, but the longer it went, the less festive Allison felt. Despite their newfound strength in numbers, there was a good chance that most of these people—along with tens of thousands of soldiers—would be dead within days.

Allison could prevent it. She’d been hoping to avoid this, trying her best not to consider it as a serious option. But seeing everyone gathered here, she finally realized what that would cost them. Even if they somehow won the battle, it would only delay the inevitable. The price of waiting was far too high. There was only one way to destroy Nyro, and only she could do it. Why let so many people die first? What would be the point? Their deaths would be senseless.

Jezebel went to chat with some of the other royals, and Allison returned to their table. When she thought no one was looking, she slipped out of the hall and left the castle. Sitting on a bench along the edge of the square, she checked in with Shadow, who reported no change in Highgate. Nyro was still ensconced in her workshop. Allison realized that not only was there but one course of action she could take, it needed to happen soon. If not immediately. They could lose this opportunity at any time.

“Your plan is sound,” Shadow told her when she explained what she was thinking. “The sheer audacity of it is its greatest strength. Nyro will never expect this. She believes herself to be too powerful.”

“You’re certain? I must know beyond any doubt this will not be like the spike.” She could see no reason it would be. The method was more fundamental than the spike. More absolute—not even Nyro could protect herself against it. But she wanted reassurance.

“The spells keeping me out of Nyro’s chamber will die the moment Mira expands her null. That could put the others at risk. But I can teach you those.”

“Good, I hadn’t thought of that. What about the rest?”

“There is no way to prevent or counteract the first rite.”

“That we’re aware of,” Allison said. “But it’s Nyro, so could she have devised some method of protecting herself against it?”

“It shouldn’t be possible. But if she has, then there would be no reason to carry out the second rite.”

“True enough,” Allison said with a sigh.

“As long as the first step goes according to plan, then your success is assured if you carry it to the end. The timing will be critical, however, especially for that first step. Trapping Nyro inside her workshop will help, but it buys you seconds only.”

“After that, it will be out of my hands.”

“Not entirely. You’ll be the only thing standing between Nyro and the others. It will be a contest of wills until the final step is completed.”

“Yes. This course of action will end you, too. You assist me willingly?”

“It seems fitting, somehow, does it not?”

“That it does.”

Shadow taught her the magic to repel demons. The spells were complex but not difficult. Allison cast a protective barrier around herself, and Shadow could neither penetrate nor see inside of it. Like the barrier spell protecting the university, it could not be canceled from the outside.

Next, Allison cast the same spells around Shadow and herself. The demon could see through the magic from the inside, but couldn’t escape. It was possible to cancel the spell from the inside, but Allison could stop her.

Allison sat quietly after that, gazing across the empty square. Kamari had evacuated the city, otherwise she was sure there would be people out and about. Staring up at the night sky, she wondered what her father, Prince Aldo, would think about the decision she was making. He’d taken his own life out of despair. Allison was going to do it to ensure their people had a future.

“Your Highness,” a voice said.

Allison turned to see Allure approaching. The sorcerer sat down next to her, gazing into her eyes. She stroked her cheek with one hand, and tears came to Allison’s eyes. “I know what you’re going to do. I’ve known for years.”

“Your prophecy,” Allison said, fighting back a sob. “I didn’t realize it until after the spike failed. I thought I was supposed to be stronger than Nyro, but I’m not. I can end her, but only by ending myself.”

“That’s precisely what makes you stronger,” Allure said. “Nyro would never sacrifice herself for the ones she loves.”

“Of course not. She doesn’t love anyone.”

“Exactly,” Allure said with a smile.

Allison broke down, unable to hold back the tears any longer. Allure embraced her, and she cried on her shoulder, sobbing uncontrollably.

“I’ll n-never see Alanna or L-Leda grow up and get m-married,” she said, releasing Allure, and taking a deep breath. “Never meet our unborn child, or see Jezebel unite Dorshire, or Mira take the dragons to Spanbrook.”

“Yet they will do all of those things because of you,” Allure said. “Only because of you. Your sacrifice will allow people all over Anoria to keep living and loving and fulfilling their dreams. Without you, we all die. This is what you were born to do, Allison Barclay. And history will remember you as the greatest mage who ever lived.”

Allison broke down again, and Allure held her tight.


Chapter 32
Sacrifice


Returning to the great hall, Allison found Jezebel sitting at their table with Khaldun and Mira.

“Here you are,” Jezebel said, smiling as she took her hand. “We were wondering where you’d gone.”

“We need to talk,” she told them. “Privately.”

Alanna and Leda were still dancing with Soren and Scarlett. That was good. She would want to say goodbye before leaving, but let them enjoy this evening while they could.

Allison went up to her chambers with Jezebel, Khaldun, and Mira. She sat down on the edge of the bed with Jezebel, holding her hand, and Khaldun and Mira sat at the table facing them. Allison explained her plan in great detail. Jezebel squeezed her hand tighter and tighter as she went, tears streaming down her cheeks.

“There must be some other way,” Jezebel said, her voice cracking. “What is the point of doing this if it takes you away from us?”

“There is no other way,” Allison told her, stroking her cheek and wiping away a tear. “We have to do this. You saved me long ago, now let me save you.”

Mira sobbed, and Khaldun held her tight. “I don’t believe there is any other way, either,” he said. “Nyro took steps to protect herself against the spike, and her true name no longer holds any power over her. But are we certain this will work? I see no reason it shouldn’t, but we must be sure your sacrifice won’t be in vain.”

“As long as the initial rite works, then nothing can stop us,” Allison said, taking a deep breath. “If Nyro’s found some way to prevent that, then there would be no reason to continue. And the second rite will act on me, so there’s nothing Nyro can do about it.

“This will be extremely dangerous, though. Perhaps more so than what we attempted with the spike. All four of us will have a role to play to ensure its success, and our timing must be perfect. But who better to carry this out? We have been working together for years.”

“Why wouldn’t the initial rite be enough?” Jezebel said. “As long as Mira continues living in Castle Barclay with us and keeps her null expanded around the clock, that would protect you.”

“It would protect everyone inside the castle but not the rest of Anoria,” Allison said. “Nyro is far too strong to be controlled. She could continue carrying out our extermination and I would be powerless to stop her. I’m sorry, my love, but this is the only way. We must destroy her.”

Jezebel held her tight, crying on her chest. Allison couldn’t hold back her own tears.

“We should let the other rulers know what we’re planning,” Khaldun said.

“No, I can’t bear to belabor this any further,” Allison said. “I need to tell the girls before we go. But we should get underway as soon as possible.”

“At the very least, you should consult with Salerna,” Mira said. “You said the castle is under heavy guard, and Nyro still has an entire army under her command, as well as dozens of mages. Your plan itself is dangerous enough, but that’s a moot point if we can’t get into the undercroft.”

“That’s fair,” Allison said with a nod.

“We’ll lose Mira’s null when we leave,” Jezebel said. “We should have Allure or one of the others sneak the girls out of the castle and take them somewhere safe.”

“Yes,” Allison agreed. “And she should keep the destination secret from us to ensure Nyro can’t read it in our minds.”

“I would also suggest we take the elf mage, Gyda, with us,” Khaldun said. “With Nyro gone, who knows what her lieutenants might do? Gyda was a respected figure in their society long before Nyro’s rise. Perhaps she can lift the veil from their eyes and make them understand how Nyro deceived them.”

“Excellent point,” Allison said.

“So, we’ll need Gyda, Salerna, Kamari, and Allure,” Jezebel said. “We’ll tell them what we’re planning and let them relay it to the others.”

Mira and Khaldun left to return to their chambers and change into their armor. Allison and Jezebel did the same, then headed down to the entry hall. Jezebel went to fetch the others from the great hall, and a few minutes later, they all sat down at the table in the prince’s council chambers. Salerna gasped when they explained what they were going to do and why it was necessary.

“None of us can ask this of you, but I see the wisdom in it,” Salerna said. “The entire continent will owe you a debt of gratitude we can never repay.”

“Thank you, Your Highness,” Allison said.

“As far as getting inside the castle, I should be able to help. Do you know the disposition of Nyro’s forces?”

“Yes, thanks to Shadow,” Allison said. “There is a heavy troop presence on every level of the city and throughout the castle, including a half dozen guards on the keep roof. Only two soldiers in the undercroft, though, standing guard by the bottom of the stairs. Periodically, others arrive to take more prisoners to Nyro. But she is mostly isolated down there.”

“She hasn’t put a barrier around the castle?” Khaldun said.

“No,” Allison confirmed. “Which makes me believe she did leave Fang and Emma behind somewhere in Drengrvollr. She established the barrier around her first island to protect them, not her.”

“The tunnel we used to evacuate Highgate’s people would have been the ideal entry point,” Jezebel said.

“There is another hidden entrance that leads to the undercroft,” Salerna told them. She explained how to find it.

“That should work,” Khaldun said when she was done. “As long as we stay invisible on our way into the city, we should have no trouble accessing that. Does Nyro have any demons watching over the city?”

“None that Shadow has seen,” Allison said. “She does have one keeping an eye on Okset, but none in Highgate.”

“We’ll need to get the girls out of the city before we depart,” Jezebel said. “Prince Kamari, if you have any hidden passages out of the castle, we would like to ask Allure to take them somewhere safe, without divulging her destination to us. Nyro can’t read it in our minds if we don’t know it ourselves.”

“Yes, of course,” Kamari said. “I have the perfect route in mind. It will let you out by the seashore.”

“I’d be happy to take the girls,” Allure said.

“We should go the same way,” Allison said. “Once Allure has left with the girls, I can send Shadow to confuse Nyro’s demon, and then we can slip out.”

Gyda agreed to accompany them. They didn’t know how many of Nyro’s top people were with her by choice, but the elf believed at least some of them would have been brought into the fold against their will. She would appeal to them, and hopefully, they could sway the others to abandon Nyro’s cause.

Salerna bade them farewell and wished them luck, embracing Allison and thanking her for her sacrifice. Kamari told them where to meet, and then Allison and Jezebel returned to the great hall to collect the girls. They were reluctant to leave their partners but understood that something serious was happening.

“Why are you two wearing your armor?” Alanna asked once they’d reached their chambers. She’d sat down in the bed next to Leda, and Allison and Jezebel had pulled two chairs from the table closer to them.

Allison took one of their hands in each of hers and explained what they were going to do. Her throat burned the whole time, and she had trouble holding back the tears, but she got through it. Leda and Alanna cried their eyes out but listened intently.

“I don’t want you to g-go,” Leda said, hugging her and sobbing when she was done. “P-please stay with us. We can go somewhere f-far away where Nyro will never find us. As long as we’re together, I don’t care.”

“I’m sorry, I’m so sorry,” Allison said, holding her tight and crying freely. “There’s nowhere Nyro wouldn’t find us in time.”

“You’re the bravest person I know,” Alanna said, embracing them both. “I want to be just like you someday.”

“You can be whoever you want to be,” Allison said. “Both of you. There is nothing you can’t do. Being your mother has made my life worth living, and I wouldn’t trade the time we’ve had for anything. Now it will be your time, and knowing that makes me happier than I ever imagined I could be.”

Jezebel stood beside them, squeezing the three of them to her. Allison wished this moment could last forever, and in her heart, it would. But it was time to go.

Alanna and Leda changed into their armor, and the four of them made their way down to the castle’s main level. Moving into the library, they met Mira and Khaldun, Gyda, Allure, and Kamari by the rear wall.

“This is it,” Kamari said. Pushing a section of the bookshelves, it receded into the wall and he slid it aside, revealing a hidden passage beyond. Moving inside, he took the flint and steel set from a niche in the wall, using it to light the torch in the nearby sconce.

“My pride and joy,” Allison said, gathering Alanna and Leda to her and hugging them one last time. “Never forget how much I love you.”

The girls held her tight, both of them sobbing, before moving into the passage.

“Good hunting, all of you,” Allure said, embracing Allison, Khaldun, and Jezebel in turn. “We will never forget your sacrifice,” she added to Allison before moving into the passage. She took the torch from its sconce, leading Alanna and Leda away.

Jezebel held Allison as she sobbed quietly, knowing that was the last time she’d ever see her daughters.

“It will take them about thirty minutes to reach the other end,” Kamari told them, handing Jezebel an hourglass. “Two turns should do it. I will leave you now. Good luck to you all. You carry the hopes of every Anorian with you.”

The five of them waited until the time was up. Mira collapsed her null, and Allison reached out to Shadow.

“Nyro’s demon continues to watch over Okset. I have not seen any sign of Allure or the girls.”

Allison told her to confuse the watching demon. Producing her mirror, she contacted Allure.

“We’re airborne and invisible,” the sorcerer told her, “a minute or two outside the city.”

“Perfect, thank you for everything,” Allison said, putting away the mirror. “It’s time,” she said to the others.

Allison took the lead, moving into the passage and calling a flame to light their way. Khaldun brought up the rear, sliding the bookshelf back into place behind them. They moved through the passage, down several flights of stairs, and then through another tunnel, finally emerging in a cavern near the sea.

Once they’d reached the beach, Khaldun pulled his carpet out of the void. Mira sat down in the center and strapped herself in, as Khaldun, Allison, Jezebel, and Gyda each took a seat by one of the corners. Allison checked in with Shadow once more, and she confirmed Nyro’s demon had drifted away from the city. Khaldun made them invisible and took off, flying north.

Even with four of them calling air, it would take until the following evening to reach Highgate. They made a few stops to get up and stretch their legs but didn’t stay anywhere very long. Allison kept checking the situation in Highgate with Shadow. Nyro left her workshop at one point in the middle of the day, going up to Salerna’s former chambers. Allison started to worry that they’d lost their chance, but Nyro only napped for a few hours before returning to the undercroft. Her soldiers brought her another dozen prisoners, so hopefully, she’d be busy with them long enough for Allison to strike.

They reached the city just before sunset. The fires had finally died, leaving many of the building exteriors blackened. Companies of elvish soldiers filled the city’s every level, with the majority of the army camped out on the plain. Khaldun took them into the catacombs, still on the carpet. There were no guards stationed at the entrance; Nyro had no interest in such places.

Once beyond the antechamber, Khaldun called a flame to light their way. They landed by the sarcophagus Salerna had told them about, getting to their feet as Khaldun tucked the carpet into the void. Sure enough, the panel behind the tomb gave way when Allison pushed on it. She moved it far enough to create a space for them to pass, and they made their way into the hidden tunnel. Once everyone was through, she pushed the stone back into place. Before they went any farther, Gyda cast an invisibility spell around the five of them. Khaldun’s was still in place, but he and Allison would have to separate from the rest of the group soon, and they didn’t want to cast any spells once they entered the castle.

After climbing a narrow staircase, they emerged into a short passage with a dim light at its far end. Khaldun canceled his flame and they proceeded through the tunnel. There were iron rungs embedded in the far wall, leading to a metal grate at the top. The light was coming from the openings in the grate.

Allison climbed the rungs, moving the grate out of the opening as quietly as she could. Casting the spell to contain sounds would be far too dangerous—Nyro was sure to detect it. The two invisibility spells should keep them hidden. Nyro was unlikely to detect the magic if she wasn’t looking for it—only the casting of a new spell would attract her attention. Poking her head out of the opening, Allison saw the castle undercroft extending in every direction. The two soldiers were standing sentinel by the bottom of the stairs, and it didn’t seem like they’d heard the grate moving.

Nyro’s workshop was on the other side of the undercroft, and there was nothing to indicate she was aware of their presence. Allison breathed a sigh of relief as she climbed the rest of the way into the vast chamber. Jezebel, Khaldun, Mira, and Gyda followed her in.

Allison embraced Jezebel, crying silent tears. This was goodbye. Jezebel kissed her, and Allison wiped the tears from her cheeks. She hugged Mira and Gyda, then hurried off with Khaldun. They reached Nyro’s chamber, stopping beside the door. Once they opened it, the others would be able to see inside. The spells Nyro had put in place prevented Shadow from getting a look in there but wouldn’t have any effect on living beings. And those spells would die when Mira expanded her null.

This was it. Allison pulled her sword out of the void, and Khaldun canceled his invisibility spell and transformed into his octopus form. Nyro was sure to sense their magic, but it didn’t matter now. As planned, Mira expanded her null when Khaldun transformed, and Allison felt her magic die. They stormed through the door, and the sight and smells that greeted them made Allison gasp. Dozens of people lay on the floor, most of them long since dead, the rest not far behind. Feces and blood covered nearly every surface, and Allison had to fight back an urge to vomit.

Nyro faced them from across the chamber, a dying woman on the work table behind her. She was in Gorm’s body, naked and bloody, sword in hand. Khaldun bolted across the chamber toward her. She tried hacking off his tentacles as he reached for her but it was no good. Within seconds, he’d immobilized her, wrapping up her arms and legs.

Something had changed, though. Nyro was far stronger now. She freed first one hand from Khaldun’s grasp and then the other. Allison remembered that battering ram she’d used to break down the city gates and wondered if she’d acquired the ability to transform her own body as well as other objects like Khaldun could. Freeing her legs, Nyro turned, punching Khaldun in the head.

The octopus made a noise approximating a scream. Its legs spasmed, and the beast wilted over, no longer moving at all.

“NO!” Allison screamed. She rushed in, swinging her blade, but Nyro sidestepped, moving toward the door. Allison hooked her leg with one foot, and Nyro went sprawling on the floor. She rolled away before Allison could follow up, but she managed to get herself between Nyro and the doorway.

Nyro regained her feet, her sword at the ready. “You cannot stop me. Anoria will die and there’s nothing you can do to prevent it.” She rushed in with an overhead cut. Allison evaded, countering with a swing of her own.

Back and forth the two struggled, slashing, cutting, and stabbing faster than the eye could see. Allison cut her wrist one time but failed to disarm her. Nyro caught Allison in the ribs after that, but her armor held true.

Nyro’s strength had increased dramatically since their last encounter. Perhaps it was simply the difference between Estrid’s body and Gorm’s, but Allison didn’t think so. Khaldun wasn’t as strong in this form as he was as a dragon-bear, but it must have taken incredible force to break his grip. She was swinging her blade fast and strong enough to cut Allison in half.

Allison kicked Nyro in the ribs, knocking her into the work table, and she thought she had her. But Nyro recovered almost instantly, pressing her own attack in return. She drove Allison back and nearly disarmed her. Allison punched her in the throat, giving herself a moment to regain her balance.

Nyro tried circling her, but Allison moved to stop her progress. There was no way she was letting her through that door. Nyro feinted with an attack to her left, but Allison was ready for it. When Nyro charged the other way, Allison swung her blade, the force of it shattering Nyro’s sword. The blade severed her arm at the elbow.

Nyro screamed, blood gushing from her limb, and retreated, searching for another weapon. Allison rushed in, swinging her blade and removing Nyro’s head. “Mira, now!”

Allison felt her magic return as the corpse hit the floor and cast the spells to prevent demons from entering or exiting the chamber. Nyro’s spirit rose from the body, taking the shadowy form of a human. It tried fleeing from the workshop, but the spells prevented her from leaving. Allison invoked the rite of binding to merge her soul with Nyro before she could remove those spells. If she made it to the spirit realm, it was all over—Allison lacked the power to force her to return.

The demon screamed as Nyro realized what Allison was doing. She unleashed a barrage of spells, hitting Allison with fire and lightning. Allison smashed into the wall, bouncing off of it and dropping her sword. She hit the floor, struggling to remain conscious. But it was too late—the rite of binding was complete. As Allison regained her feet, she spotted Jezebel standing in the doorway.

“YOU BITCH!” the demon screamed as it charged toward Jezebel. She backed away a few steps and cowered, but was never in any danger. Nyro couldn’t leave this chamber.

“Jezebel, NOW!” Allison yelled.

Jezebel stared at her wide-eyed, sobs wracking her body. Now that the time had come, she didn’t have it in her—she couldn’t invoke her true name. The demon came for Allison, and as hard as she fought, she couldn’t stop her from possessing her body. Nyro took over completely, saying, “Fang Gentle Heart, I name thee!”

Allison hadn’t realized until that moment she shared a connection with the Kongese necromancer, but it died then as Fang ceased to exist.

“Free me and I’ll let the girl live,” Nyro told her in her mind.

Allison sensed Nyro getting ready to invoke Emma’s true name and put every ounce of her power into reasserting control of her own body.

“Jezebel, you have to do it now! She’s going to kill Emma!”

Jezebel wailed, dropping to her knees. “ALLISON LIFE GIVER, I NAME THEE!”

“I love you,” Allison said, then gasped as flames consumed her, body and soul. She felt Nyro screaming in her mind, and then she knew no more.


Chapter 33
Going Home


Searing pain wracked Khaldun’s entire body, agony beyond anything he had experienced before. His head was broken. He had no bones in this form, but something was badly damaged. Summoning his magic, he repaired himself. It took a little time, but finally, the pain receded, and he could think clearly.

He retook his human shape, gazing around the chamber. Allison was gone. Was Nyro? He was vaguely aware of her possessing Allison’s body before Jezebel invoked the true name. There was no sign that Nyro had survived, but no proof that she was destroyed, either.

Khaldun left the chamber. Jezebel was on her knees, hands covering her face, sobbing uncontrollably. Mira kneeled next to her, holding her tight. She gazed up at Khaldun, tears streaming down her cheeks.

The sound of dozens of footsteps echoed off the walls as elvish soldiers ran down the steps, moving into the undercroft. Their leader approached, the others staying behind. Gyda spoke to him in elvish for a minute. He kept looking through the doorway to Nyro’s workshop. Gorm’s body was still lying on the floor but not visible from this angle.

“The commander is demanding to see Gorm,” Gyda told Khaldun as the elf summoned one of his underlings. “They have strict orders not to enter the workshop unless they’re delivering more prisoners. I’ve tried to explain that Gorm wasn’t Gorm anymore and that Nyro was behind Estrid’s rise to power. He doesn’t seem to understand.”

“So now what do we do?” Khaldun said, eyeing the troops still coming down the stairs.

“He’s only in charge of the company assigned to the castle,” Gyda said. “He’s sending this other one to fetch someone higher up the chain of command. They’ll decide what to do with us.”

There was a commotion by the stairs. The elvish soldiers moved aside to let someone pass, and Khaldun spotted Cyclone coming down the steps. Vision was right behind her. Followed by Intuit, Spring, Semblant, Warhammer, and Legion. Cyclone approached Khaldun and Gyda while the others stood behind her.

“Emma sends her regards,” Cyclone said with a smile. “She awoke from a sleep spell and freed herself from the void. While she still commands us, we no longer feel Nyro’s will through our connection to her.”

Khaldun explained what they’d done. “So Nyro’s truly gone, then?”

“She must be. We’ve felt her unyielding will every moment since Emma bound us. Until now.”

“Where is Emma?” Jezebel asked. She and Mira had gotten to their feet.

“In a castle on a small island off the coast of northern Drengrvollr,” Cyclone told them. “She is stuck there for now, I’m afraid, with no carpet or ship to take her elsewhere.”

“I have people I can send to rescue her,” Gyda said. “They’ll put her on a ship for Anoria. It will take weeks to get her home, but she should be safe.”

“Nyro must have a barrier spell in place around the island,” Khaldun said. “How will Emma escape?”

“The barrier is gone,” Cyclone said. “With our help, she was able to take it down from the inside.”

Cyclone told Gyda exactly where to find the island, and she went off to use her mirror.

“We will take care of sending the elvish army home,” Cyclone said. “Nyro’s generals will defer to us in her absence.”

“They didn’t know her as Nyro, though, did they?” Khaldun asked.

“No. Estrid was their leader. When she took Gorm’s body instead, their understanding was that Estrid had placed him in command of all her forces in Anoria. With him gone, they’ll accept our orders.

“Most of Nyro’s top generals served her willingly,” Cyclone continued. “Some of them had to be kept in line using armor imbued with compliance spells. We will execute those whose loyalty was true.”

“How will you get the army back to Drengrvollr?” Jezebel asked. “There are so many of them.”

“Their ships have remained anchored off the coast near Northcoast,” Cyclone said. “The others and I can transport them to the port five thousand at a time by tucking them into the void and flying our carpets.”

“What will happen with the jellyfish monsters?” Khaldun asked.

“We have no way to send them back to their own realm,” Cyclone said. “They live over the ocean in their home world, feeding on fish. They’ve left Highgate, heading north, so I suspect they’re making for the North Sea.”

“What about the wraiths?” Mira asked.

“We will round them up and destroy them,” Cyclone said. “They were bound directly to Nyro and now they’re free. We’ll need to deal with them first, then we’ll take care of the army. Once the ships have set sail for Drengrvollr, we will release each other from these bodies and return to the spirit realm.”

“You’re still bound to Emma, though,” Jezebel said. “What will happen to her? She’s not strong enough to command all of you on her own, is she?”

“Nyro used spells to help us retain our sense of ourselves,” Cyclone explained. “The magic changed us, and her demise will not affect that. And we have an understanding with Emma. We will not attempt to take her over as long as she does not force us to wage war. Otherwise, we will remain under her command for the rest of her life.”

“Sounds like a fair bargain to me,” Khaldun said.

“We will vacate the castle before we round up the wraiths,” Cyclone said. “You are welcome to spend the night here.”

“Thank you,” Khaldun said. “And farewell.”

Gyda told them she should set sail for Drengrvollr with the rest of the elves. Without anyone left who could use the pyramids, that would be her only way home. She bade them farewell and headed out with Cyclone and the other demon mages. The rest of the elves went with them, too, leaving the undercroft empty except for Khaldun, Jezebel, and Mira.

“I’m exhausted, but I do not wish to stay here,” Jezebel said. “Let’s leave for Okset, and once we’ve put some distance behind us, we can sleep under the stars tonight.”

“Yes, I would like to get underway as well,” Khaldun said.

Khaldun reached out to Allure by mirror to let her know what happened and that it was safe to take the girls back to Okset. He let Azure know the situation, too, and the sorcerer told him he’d relay the message to Salerna and the others.

“One of us will need to take Asmund and the rest of the elf mages to Northcoast,” Khaldun said to Azure. “If they miss those ships, they’ll have no way back to Drengrvollr.”

“I will make the arrangements,” the sorcerer said. “But Asmund will not be going with them.”

“Oh? Why not?”

“Let’s just say there have been some developments here in your absence. I won’t spoil the surprise, though. You’ll find out soon enough.”

“Nothing bad, I hope,” Khaldun said.

“Not at all. Safe travels, my friend.”

Moving into the workshop, Khaldun checked on the remaining prisoners, but they were dead. He suspected Nyro must have been keeping them alive with magic. They looked like they’d been deprived of nourishment for quite some time. He worried for a moment that whatever new plague she’d been working on might infect them, but Mira’s null would have snuffed out any such spells.

Khaldun retrieved Allison’s sword and sensed other items tucked into the void. He removed Allison’s carpet and pyramid. They’d been tethered to her, but in her absence, remained tethered in place. He found Nyro’s carpet and pyramid, too. Incinerating the carpet, he tucked the pyramids, sword, and Allison’s carpet into the void.

Khaldun left the undercroft with Jezebel and Mira. They made their way up to the keep roof, looking out over the city and the plain beyond. In the twilight, they could see the elvish army already breaking camp, and one of the demon mages had started a pyre for the wraiths. Khaldun spotted one of the monsters racing north on his horse, a carpet in pursuit. The rider called air, lifting the wraith out of the saddle and throwing him to the ground. The carpet rider landed, producing a sword and decapitating his foe. Moving the corpse and its head onto his carpet, he took off again, heading toward the pyre.

Khaldun, Mira, and Jezebel took off on his carpet, heading south. Once out of sight of the city, they landed by a small river. Khaldun told Jezebel and Mira he’d take the first watch, and they lay down. He was planning on letting them sleep until morning, but Jezebel woke with a start in the middle of the night. Sitting up, she gazed around and said, “Allison?”

After that, Khaldun heard her crying. She must have been having a dream, and it took a few moments for reality to set in. He sat next to her, embracing her and rubbing her back.

“What have I done?” she asked between her sobs.

“The only thing you could,” he said, a tear slipping down his cheek. “There was no other choice.”

“I miss her so m-much…”

Mira woke up and sat on Jezebel’s other side. After a few minutes, she convinced her to go back to sleep. Khaldun told Mira he would keep watch for the rest of the night, but she insisted on taking over for him. He was exhausted, so he agreed, lying down and drifting off within minutes.

The next morning, they rose at dawn, flying that whole day and the next with only a handful of short stops, finally reaching Okset late in the afternoon. They landed in the square in front of the castle, getting to their feet and stretching. Jezebel had let Allure know they were almost there, so as Khaldun tucked his carpet into the void, Alanna and Leda ran out to meet them. Jezebel held her girls, all three of them crying freely.

Prince Kamari had recalled the city’s population from the countryside, and they were starting to return. That evening, he held a feast in the great hall to celebrate their victory and honor Allison’s sacrifice. The seating arrangements were much the same as last time, and Khaldun and Mira sat at the Spanbrook table with Jezebel, Alanna, and Leda. Shatter and Azure were absent—Khaldun learned that they’d left to take the elf mages to Northcoast. Once everyone had taken their seats, Kamari invited the minstrel, Thomas Broadpaunch, to the front of the hall.

Kamari’s steward escorted the man to the space in front of the head table, setting down a chair for him to use. Broadpaunch sat down with his lute, playing and singing the song he’d written in Allison’s honor. He sang about her rise to power as a princess and mage, her devotion to her friends and family, and her courage in the face of unthinkable horrors. Her acts of bravery in the war against Nyro and her sacrifice to save them all.

Everyone got to their feet and clapped for the minstrel when he was done. Jezebel went to speak to him and invited him to sit with them for the feast.

“That was truly lovely,” Jezebel said with a sniffle once they’d taken their seats.

“You honor me, Your Highness, but I cannot take all the credit. Battleaxe came to see me and asked me to write it.”

“There are other stories I’d love to hear told in song,” Jezebel said.

“I would be happy to accept the commission,” he said.

“How would you feel about making the arrangement permanent?” she asked. “Come to Spanbrook as our court minstrel. It pays well, I promise.”

“It would be my pleasure, Your Highness,” he said with a nod. “As for pay, keep me stocked in victuals and drink, and I’ll be yours forevermore.”

“You have yourself a deal,” Jezebel said with a chuckle.

The feast began, and Broadpaunch entertained them with stories of his travels throughout Maeda and Dorshire. When the meal was finished, Prince Kamari and Princess Zuri got to their feet, and the prince clinked his glass to get everyone’s attention.

“Honored guests,” he said, smiling around at them. “On the occasion of our bittersweet victory over our mortal foe, Princess Zuri and I have an announcement to make. Princess?”

She smiled at him, then turned to face the room. “Prince Kamari and I have long discussed joining forces to unite the ancient kingdom of Shifar. I am thrilled to announce tonight that the prince has asked for my hand in marriage, and I have agreed.”

There was a moment of stunned silence before everyone got to their feet again, clapping and cheering in response to this news.

“We will be uniting Shifar as king and queen,” Zuri continued. “And we invite all of you to the wedding to take place here in Okset one week hence.”

Everyone cheered again. Siren raised her glass and made a toast to the royal couple, and everyone drank in their honor. After that, the court musicians began playing, and many people got up to dance. Alanna and Leda ran off to find Soren and Scarlett, but Khaldun and Mira stayed with Jezebel and Broadpaunch.

“Azure told us there had been developments while we were away,” Khaldun said with a grin. “I guess this must be what he meant. But I’m not sure what it has to do with Asmund.”

“The elf mage from Drengrvollr?” Broadpaunch asked. Khaldun nodded. “I’ve heard the prince invited him to stay in Okset as his court mage, and he accepted.”

“That would explain it,” said Mira.

Khaldun knew Kamari had been trying to get the university to assign him another sorcerer for years, so he was sure he’d be happy with this new arrangement.

The feast ran very late into the night. Khaldun had asked Jezebel if she wanted to retire to her chambers, but she told him she wanted to be around people to stave off the loneliness. It was well after midnight by the time they all returned to their chambers.

Three mornings later, the leaders from the various princedoms, their mages, and the university governors held a meeting in Kamari’s council chambers. Azure and Shatter were in attendance, having returned safely from Northcoast. Khaldun and Mira attended with Jezebel, and it felt sad and strange to be there without Allison.

“We have heard from the elf mage, Gyda,” Allure told them. “The demon mages finished transporting Nyro’s army to Northcoast, and all of the ships have set sail for Drengrvollr.”

“This is truly it, then,” Prince Carlo said. “Anoria has prevailed. And now we can return to our princedoms and rebuild what we have lost.”

“Not just yet,” Augustine said with a smile. “We have a royal wedding to attend first. Will the rest of you be staying?”

“My people and I will remain here for this historic occasion,” Jezebel said.

“As will we,” said Salerna.

The others all agreed they would remain until after the wedding.

“Princess Miranda and I have been talking,” Augustine said, “and we would like to propose reuniting the old kingdom of Maeda as well. As long as Princess Salerna would consent to becoming our queen, of course.”

Khaldun knew Salerna well enough to tell this was not coming as a surprise.

“It would be my honor,” Salerna said.

“We would also like to see Dorshire unified once more,” said Leto. Khaldun knew Prince Carlo had been lobbying for this, but was skeptical about Leto agreeing to it. “Princess Jezebel has proven herself a strong and capable leader, and though Keepstone was the traditional seat of power in the kingdom, we would like to nominate her as our queen.”

“Blacksand seconds the motion,” Prince Carlo said with a grin.

“Princess Jelena of Rockport regrets she could not be here in person,” Khaldun said, “but asked me to inform you that she lends her support to this proposal as well.”

“I proudly accept,” Jezebel said with tears in her eyes.

“Governor Allure has agreed to officiate our coronation as part of our wedding ceremony,” Kamari said.

“It would normally be a separate event,” Zuri said, “but we wanted all of you to be present for it.”

“We could hold Princess Salerna’s coronation next,” Allure said. “It will fall to the rest of the governors and me to transport everyone to their home princedoms anyway, so we could make a stop in Highgate.”

The others agreed.

“I would like to wait until my sister, Emma, returns from Drengrvollr before holding my own event in Spanbrook,” Jezebel said. “So you are all invited, of course, but I don’t expect you to attend. I daresay most of us will be sick of traveling by then.”

For the next few days, Mira and Khaldun spent most of their time with Jezebel and the girls. With the threat of Nyro finally removed, Alanna left the castle often to fly with Sigrid. Mira joined her a few times, flying Magna. But Alanna wanted some time alone with Soren, too, so Mira gave them their space. They didn’t see much of Kamari or Zuri after their council meeting, and Khaldun figured they were busy with preparations for their ceremony.

The big day finally came, and Okset’s citizens and all of the visiting dignitaries gathered in the square outside the castle. Kamari’s people had decorated the surrounding buildings with various banners, including those of the five ancient kingdoms, Shifar’s hanging from the castle. As the most senior governor, Allure presided over both the wedding and the coronation. They held a giant feast in the great hall after that, celebrating late into the night.

The next day, Khaldun, Azure, and Shatter assisted the university mages in transporting all of the non-Shifari to Highgate. They stopped in Bayfast to drop off Miranda’s people, but the princess continued to Highgate. King Kamari and Queen Zuri delayed their honeymoon to join them, but the rest of their household stayed behind.

They waited a few days to give the city’s residents time to return from the countryside. By the time they held Salerna’s coronation in the castle courtyard, the dragons had arrived, many of them perching on the castle walls as if in approval. Once again, Allure officiated, and they held a celebratory feast in the great hall in honor of their new queen.

The next morning, Azure came to see Khaldun and Mira in their chambers. He pulled a carpet out of the void, lying it on the floor. “This is for Her Highness’s sister, Emma. You’ll have to teach her how to use it, but as a necromancer, she shouldn’t have any trouble.”

“Thank you,” Khaldun said. “She’ll be thrilled, I’m sure.”

“I’m surprised this survived,” Mira said. “Nyro pretty well destroyed your workshop.”

“Luckily, I keep the extra carpets locked away in a separate storage room,” he said. “I don’t think Nyro bothered looking for them.”

It took a few days to return everyone to their proper princedoms. Azure flew Miranda back to Bayfast, and Kamari and Zuri to Okset. Khaldun, Shatter, and the university sorcerers took care of transporting people to Stoutwall first, and hence to Keepstone, Spanbrook, and Blacksand. Khaldun took care of transporting Jelena’s children, Susan and James, to Rockport—they’d returned to Spanbrook with Jezebel’s parents. Once that was done, Jezebel invited Allure, Battleaxe, Sage, and Mist to stay the night in Spanbrook, and they accepted. Kashi and the other dragon riders were returning to their aeries in the Anthar mountains, where they’d collect the rest of the crash before moving to Spanbrook. Mira was their leader now, so they’d decided to relocate.

Jezebel had sent word to their people in the countryside that it was safe to return to the city, and they had started arriving by the time Khaldun returned from Rockport, including most of Jezebel’s household staff. Both the castle and the town still seemed empty, though. Especially with Emma and Allison missing.

Jezebel and the girls went to bed right after dinner. But Khaldun and Mira sat up late with the university sorcerers and Imani, drinking in the private dining room. Khaldun had talked to Jezebel about the two pyramids, and they agreed it would be best to send them to the university for safekeeping. So Khaldun removed them from the void and gave them to Allure.

“Do we know where these came from?” Khaldun asked. “I always assumed the elves made them, but apparently that’s not the case. Allison asked Gyda, and she thought Nyro made them.”

“I’ve looked into it, and I’m afraid I can’t say for sure,” Sage said. “I can give you my educated guess, though.”

“Your guesses are usually as good as other people’s facts,” Khaldun said with a grin. “Please, go ahead.”

Sage took a deep breath. “Keep in mind that records from the time of Nyro’s rise and reign are extremely hard to come by because of the purge. Legends and oral tradition provide the bulk of my information. That being said, I can find no mention of the pyramids from any time before Nyro’s rise. I believe she took them from those beings in that other realm you sensed when you encountered those monks at that temple.”

“The old gods?” Mira asked. “The ones Nyro allegedly cast down from heaven?”

“The very same,” Sage said. “I believe they came to our world from some other realm, much like those jellyfish monsters. I don’t know if they created the pyramids, but I think they used them to come here. And Nyro took them before sending them wherever they are now.”

“They do seem rather ancient,” Allure said, holding the artifacts. She tucked Allison’s into the void but examined the other for a moment. “As I would have expected,” she said, before sending it to oblivion.

“What did you expect?” Mist said.

“Nyro’s pyramid used to be locked to her,” Allure said with a shrug. “Now it’s not. It’s just like Allison’s.”

“Well, of course that would be the case,” Battleaxe said. “Nyro must have unlocked it before she started using the thing herself, right?”

“Yes, I just wanted to be sure,” she said with a sigh. “She was such a huge threat for so long, it’s hard to believe she’s actually gone.”

“Believe it, sister,” Sage said with a grin. “We never have to worry about that bitch again.”

“Thank the stars for that,” Mira said.

“A toast,” Battleaxe said, raising her glass. “To Princess Allison. The greatest mage who ever lived.”

“And the greatest fighter,” Imani added.

“And our dearest friend,” Mira said.

“To Princess Allison,” the others said, clinking their glasses together, and finishing their drinks.


Chapter 34
The Return of the Queen


Life in Spanbrook and Castle Barclay in particular slowly returned to normal. Yet in many ways, it would never be the same. Khaldun was grateful beyond words that Mira, Jezebel, Alanna, and Leda had survived the war. But their army had suffered massive losses. And Allison’s absence was palpable in a million little ways. Grief hung over them like a cloak, none of them more so than Jezebel. Khaldun and Mira worried about her and the girls and spent as much time with them as they could.

In Emma’s absence, Mira had taken on the duties of steward. Jezebel didn’t know if Emma would want to resume her post or not, so was reluctant to give the job to anyone else. Scarlett from Stoutwall had requested and received Augustine’s permission to resign from his castle guard and had made the move with them to Spanbrook. With Jezebel’s permission, she was living in the castle with Leda now. The princess was considering her for the position of steward if Emma didn’t want it, so Mira had taken her under her wing, teaching her about the inner workings of the castle.

Prince Leto of Keepstone had invited Amari to come to the Bastion and take over as the Commandant in Bishop’s place. Amari agreed, and Jezebel approved the transfer. Imani continued to serve as the master-at-arms, and Jezebel appointed her Captain of the Eagle Company, too.

The dragons had arrived from the aeries—the entire crash this time. Mira reported that Lavinia, the former leader, had grudgingly accepted this new order. The beasts hunted mostly in the forest north of the city, sleeping along the banks of the River Ember. And the riders made their camp in the same area. But many of the beasts roosted on Castle Barclay’s ramparts at night, including Alanna’s dragon, Sigrid, which was causing an issue with their waste piling up by the moat. And some of the local farmers had complained about livestock going missing. Though Alanna insisted Sigrid understood not to hunt in the fields, it seemed obvious some of the others had to be the culprits. Jezebel was searching for a better solution, including somewhere permanent for the riders to reside, but so far, had come up empty.

Jezebel commissioned a local artisan to craft a sarcophagus for Allison and had them place it in Castle Barclay’s courtyard, right in front of the keep. Allison’s likeness was carved into the stone lid, and they placed her carpet, sword, and other weapons inside. A few days later, they held a memorial service for their fallen princess, and the townspeople and surrounding landowners crowded into the courtyard to pay their last respects. Many of the dragons perched on the battlements, and Thomas Broadpaunch performed the song he’d written for her. When he was done, the dragons raised their heads to the sky and howled, something Khaldun had never witnessed before. He asked Mira about it, and she said it was the tune they sang to honor a fallen brother or sister.

Gyda had told them that Emma’s ship would land in Hido, in the kingdom of Kong. Once Emma was underway, she sent Cyclone to keep them apprised of her progress across the ocean. The demon had liberated herself from her elf body and could travel anywhere in the world by moving through the spirit realm. When the time came, Khaldun set out from Castle Barclay on his carpet. He spent that night in an inn in Northcoast, then flew the rest of the way to Hido the next day.

Once he’d landed, he tucked his carpet into the void and found the inn he’d visited with Allison. Heading inside, he asked to see the owner, Ming. One of the servers escorted him back to her office.

“I never thought I’d see you again,” she said, inviting him to have a seat. “What brings you back to Kong?”

“Princess Jezebel’s sister is on her way from Drengrvollr,” he said. “She should arrive in the next day or two, but I don’t know precisely when, so I figured I’d stay here while I wait.”

“Understood,” she said. “I heard about Nyro’s demise and Princess Allison’s sacrifice. I’m sorry for your loss. We all owe her our lives.”

“Thank you,” he said, his throat burning. “Do you keep track of ships entering the harbor? I’m sure you don’t get many from Drengrvollr, and I was wondering if someone could alert me if one arrives.”

“I can make that happen,” she said. “You’re welcome to stay upstairs while you wait. On the house, of course. And, ah, avail yourself of our other services as much as you like.”

“I will pay for the room,” Khaldun said with a chuckle. “Princess Jezebel sends her regards and has provided enough coin for an extended stay. I shall enjoy some hot meals and ale, but must decline the rest.”

“As you wish,” she said with a nod.

Khaldun linked his mirror to hers and went to eat in the tavern. After that, he retired to his room and used his mirror to speak with Mira.

He spent the next day exploring the city without any sign of a Drengrvollri ship entering the harbor. Finally, on the third day, he woke before dawn when someone tried to reach him by mirror. Sitting up in bed, he found Ming staring back at him.

“An elvish ship has arrived,” she told him. “It’s docking now.”

She told him exactly where to find it. Once Khaldun had donned his robes, he hurried out, making his way to the docks. The city was already busy despite the early hour, so it was slow going moving through the crowd. But he made it just as they lay down the gangplank.

Emma disembarked, looking just how he remembered, except for her white eyes and translucent skin—and something more. It was subtle, but there was a wariness about her that hadn’t existed before. She spotted Khaldun as she reached the dock and ran over to him, hugging him tight and sobbing.

“Welcome home,” he said, patting her on the back.

It was a few minutes before she calmed down enough to speak. “I never thought I would see you again. And I didn’t know how I was going to get home to Spanbrook. Thank you so much for meeting me here!”

“It’s my pleasure,” he said. “I’m staying at an inn nearby. Would you care for some breakfast?”

“That’s perfect, I’m famished,” she said with a grin.

They went to Ming’s and sat down in the tavern. The two of them chatted as they ate, catching each other up on everything they’d endured since Emma’s abduction from Stoutwall. Nyro had never named any line of succession, so her demise meant that Emma was now an unbound necromancer. Khaldun explained that they’d need to stop at the university to have her bound to Jezebel.

“Yes, the sooner, the better,” Emma said. “I worried they’d force me into service somewhere else.”

“It is unheard of for them to allow more than one mage to be bound to a single ruler,” Khaldun said, “but these are not exactly normal times. In a sense, I suppose you’ll be taking Allison’s place.”

Emma didn’t want to wait, so after breakfast, they set out for the university. With the two of them calling air, they had no trouble making it there before nightfall. They went to see Allure when they arrived, and she invited them to stay with her. It was safest to fast for seven days before the right of binding, and with the threat of war removed, there was no longer any reason to rush the process.

Emma wasn’t thrilled with the prospect of consuming nothing but water for so long. And Khaldun felt bad—she already looked like she hadn’t eaten well in quite some time. But in the end, they agreed to abide by the precautions.

Khaldun did enjoy spending time with Allure, Battleaxe, Mist, and Sage with the stress of the invasion behind them. They ate and drank together every night, and he wished only that Mira could have been there with them. It wouldn’t take long for him to return to Spanbrook by carpet and bring her to the university, but they didn’t want to leave Jezebel alone.

They had a lot of time on their hands, and Khaldun had brought the carpet Azure made for Emma. So they went out to the quad one morning, and he taught her how to fly it. She was a little uneasy at first, and it took a few tries for her to get the hang of it. But once she did, she was soaring around the campus at top speed and racing Khaldun out to the river and back.

Allure told Khaldun one night that they’d discussed inviting him and Mira to join the university as governors. Khaldun was honored but he declined. He and Mira had already discussed their plans and wanted to remain in Spanbrook and continue serving the Barclay family.

“We figured as much,” Allure said with a knowing smile. “And that’s the only reason we decided not to extend the formal invitation. But know that if anything should ever change, you’ll always have a home here.”

“I appreciate it,” he said, squeezing her hand. “And I know Mira does, too.”

The day finally came, and Allure performed Emma’s rite of binding. It went perfectly, and she bound Emma to Jezebel. Once Emma had recovered, she and Khaldun bade the governors farewell and returned to Spanbrook.

Emma shared a tearful reunion with Jezebel, Alanna, and Leda when they reached the castle. Khaldun left them alone and went to see Mira. Lord Arthur Asterly came to visit Emma the next morning, and later that day, Jezebel announced that they’d finally be getting married in two weeks’ time.

They held the ceremony in the great hall, and all of the local lords and ladies attended. Jezebel gave the new couple the villa in the northern hills as a wedding present, and they went there for their honeymoon.

Soon after, Jezebel told Mira and Khaldun that Emma had agreed to retire as steward and take the role of court mage instead. Now that she had a carpet, it would be easy for her to live in her new estate with her husband and fly to the castle each day to fulfill her duties there. Scarlett had agreed to take on the role of steward in her place. Khaldun was thrilled for them both.

Mira pointed out that it was time to schedule Jezebel’s coronation as Queen of Dorshire. Khaldun had the feeling she was dragging her feet for some reason. And when Jezebel broke down in tears at Mira’s suggestion, she finally revealed the reason for it.

“Allison and I had talked about uniting the old kingdom for a long time,” she said with a sniffle. “And I always imagined doing it with her by my side. But now I’m alone, and… it just d-doesn’t seem the same…”

Mira held her, and Jezebel sobbed into her shoulder. But once she’d calmed down, she agreed that it was indeed time to schedule the coronation.

Scarlett got to work preparing for the event, and Mira assisted her every step of the way. The following month, dignitaries from across Dorshire and the other kingdoms started arriving, including Prince Leto and Commandant Amari, Prince Carlo and his daughter, Yolanda, and Princess Jelena and her children.

Queen Salerna let them know she was not up to the journey but would be sending her son, Albert, in her place. And as much as Jezebel didn’t expect it, King Kamari and Queen Zuri accepted their invitation. They arrived by carpet with Siren two days before the event. Prince Augustine and his family made the trip from Stoutwall with Shatter, and, of course, the governors flew in from the university.

The day arrived, and the courtyard was decorated with the ancient banner of Dorshire and the Barclay family crest. The people of Spanbrook packed the castle courtyard in addition to the visiting dignitaries, and the dragons took their positions on the battlements.

Governor Allure performed the ceremony, crowning Jezebel the Queen of Dorshire, and Governor Sage gave her the royal scepter, a gift from King Kamari and Queen Zuri. Jezebel spoke to her people and their guests, thanking them for their support and promising to work tirelessly for the people of Dorshire. After the ceremony, they held a feast in the great hall, celebrating their new queen.

After the festivities had ended, and the honored guests had all departed for the night or retired to their chambers, Jezebel invited Alanna, Leda, and Scarlett, Emma, Khaldun, and Mira, Imani, and the university governors to the private dining room. They sat down at the table, and members of the staff served them wine—and water for Jezebel.

Getting to her feet and holding up her glass, Jezebel said, “I want to thank all of you for your support, your friendship, and your love over the years. As you all know, I grew up on a farm and never imagined I’d become a princess, much less a queen. But I couldn’t have done it without all of you.”

“Mother’s a little drunk,” Alanna said in a stage whisper, and the others chuckled.

“I am not,” Jezebel said, giving her a stern look. “I’ve had nothing but water.” She took a deep, steadying breath before continuing. “I know Allison felt the same way I do. While she was born a princess, circumstances conspired to take that away from her. And for a time, her future remained uncertain. But in the end, she returned to Spanbrook and we ruled side by side.

“Those years we reigned together will always be the happiest of my life. Allison would have made a great queen. Yet even though she’s not with us anymore, it was her sacrifice that made this possible. Her sacrifice that ensured we all had a future.” Her voice had remained steady, but it started cracking as she continued, and tears streamed down her cheeks. “She loved you all as much as I do. And in your presence, I feel like she’s still here with us. So thank you all for being here today. As queen, I will do everything in my power to repay the devotion you have always shown Allison and me.”

Imani got to her feet. Holding up her glass, she said, “Long live Queen Jezebel!”

The others stood up as well, repeating, “Long Live Queen Jezebel!”

Khaldun drank his wine, swelling with pride for his queen. It had been a long and winding road getting to this point, and he was eager to see where it would lead them next.


Epilogue


Alanna woke at dawn, quickly getting dressed and hurrying down to the courtyard. Sigrid wanted to show her something. She didn’t know what, but the dragon was extremely insistent about it. The beast swooped over the castle, landing in the courtyard. She lowered her head and one wing, and Alanna climbed onto her back. Moments later, they were airborne, flying north.

Not long after the coronation, Alanna had asked if she could stay with the riders in their camp for a while. Mother had refused, insisting that she stay in the castle. Alanna had pointed out the inherent inequity in her decision—Scarlett was living in the castle with Leda, after all—and at first, she’d denied it. She said it wasn’t safe for Alanna to live outside the castle.

Alanna had reminded her that she’d have an entire crash of dragons protecting her, and finally Mother had relented. She confessed that she worried about Alanna taking Soren to bed and getting pregnant. Alanna had told her she still had the potion Shatter had made for her and would honor her promise to take that.

In the end, Alanna decided not to go stay with the riders after all. For her, it was the principle of the thing. She’d wanted Mother’s permission more than she’d wanted to live with the riders.

Her situation with Soren was completely different than Leda’s with Scarlett. Leda was in love, for one thing. As much as Alanna enjoyed kissing and flirting with Soren, it was only for fun. She had no delusions about her feelings for him. And while she was curious about taking someone to bed, she wanted to be in love first.

Leda had taken Scarlett to bed, but of course, Leda couldn’t get pregnant that way.

Mother Allison had given her the potion to make sure she could stay in control. That she could make love to someone if she wanted, without the fear of an unwanted pregnancy. And by sacrificing herself, she’d given all of them life and all the limitless potential that went along with it. Alanna would always love her for that, knowing that every moment she continued to breathe was because of her.

There was something more, though. Thanks to Allure’s reading, Alanna knew she had the transformation in her. She’d always wanted to be a sorcerer one day and she was thrilled that it was possible. But now was not the time. She’d have to go off to the university when that happened and she wanted to explore other possibilities first. Taking Soren to bed might trigger that transformation, and that was another reason to put it off. She might have done it anyway, just for curiosity’s sake, despite not being in love. But her desire to avoid the metamorphosis had made up her mind.

And besides, not long after she’d told Soren she wouldn’t take him to bed, she’d caught him kissing one of the other riders. And she found out he’d been taking her to bed all along. So to hell with him. Alanna would wait until she found someone loyal.

Mother Allison had told her she could do anything she wanted in life, and she liked that. Neither of her mothers had ever tried to force her into marriage the way Allison’s father had done to her. And with the transformation in her, Alanna would probably never ascend to the throne anyway. That would fall to Leda or perhaps their unborn sibling. Probably Leda. And that was all right with Alanna. She was eager to explore possibilities but she was pretty sure she had no interest in becoming a ruling princess, or worse yet, a queen. Those positions carried far too much responsibility, and Alanna enjoyed her freedom.

Sigrid took them far into the northern hills, following the River Ember. Alanna started to wonder if she’d take them all the way to the sea, when finally, the dragon dove, following a tributary into the forest. They reached a little waterfall with a large basin at the bottom, and Sigrid circled it once before landing on an outcropping of rock. Dense vegetation covered the surrounding hills.

“This is beautiful,” Alanna said. It wasn’t as high or large as the falls in Stoutwall but it was pretty nonetheless. “But why were you so insistent on showing me this?”

Sigrid shared a vision of the crash making a home here. Alanna had trouble seeing how it would suit their needs. The waterfall was nice, and the lake at the bottom could serve as a watering hole, but there weren’t many places for them to perch.

Sigrid’s vision changed. Much of the vegetation disappeared, revealing craggy hills with a complex cave system inside. The dragon was trying to show her that another crash had lived here long ago, the riders making their homes in the caves. If they could clear the plant growth, this place could serve that purpose again. Alanna knew dragons had once flourished all over Anoria but had never imagined a crash living right here in Spanbrook.

“You’re right, Sigrid,” she said, grinning from ear to ear. “I think we’ve found our new home.”

The End
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