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1
Joelle unsheathed her knives and unrolled her stolen scroll. The last two documents she had slipped from the wizard’s library had proven useless, for they were written in some archaic script she did not understand. This scroll, however, was about something called “cold fire.” She drew in the mage-force, spoke the words, laced her blades with the power, and began her nightly routine. Stabbing the shadows of her windowless room, sweeping down upon foes that were asleep in other areas of the Long Hall. Readying herself for the chance that she vowed would come soon. To fight. To flee. Or die. She no longer cared much either way.
The memories were hot tonight, as brilliantly clear as the magical force her blades weaved in the still air. Normally she did not indulge in either recollection or regret, for both cost her too much resolve. But tonight marked the beginning of her fourth year, the last she would spend here. She was almost ready. Even if she wasn’t, she was going. And tonight the memories of her arrival swept her away.
The only part of her former life that the wizards had let her keep was her name. They had even argued over that, but in the end the quarrel had faded into sullen resentfulness. Joelle had still been weak from the ailment that had almost killed her, such that acolytes had carried her on the same stretcher her mother’s kin had used to bring her from their homeland. Nine days they had traveled to arrive at this Long Hall, and not once had they spoken to her or even looked her way.
As it was, many of the wizards she met in those early fever-stricken days did not want to take her in. Those who opposed her staying in the Long Hall did not actually come out and say what they thought, which was she would be better off dead and all the problems she represented buried with her. Joelle had silently agreed with them, for she had loathed the stone community at first sight. She had just turned fifteen, and she was to be their prisoner for life.
Her one true friend among the mages was named Trace, and he was the Master who ruled over all the wizards and their community, which was named after the largest structure, a Long Hall.
“None of this is as it should be,” he told her six weeks after her arrival, when she was finally strong enough to rise from her bed and walk unaided. “But here at least you are safe. The mages and acolytes are forbidden from bothering you in any way.”
Trace pointed across the stone plaza to the oddest element of the entire Long Hall, the door. There was only one way in or out. Even the fields lay within the high stone wall, even the quarry.
“Beyond that portal lies only death,” Trace said.
Joelle liked him and she liked his heart, for Trace was not just kindly but a wizard of passion and feeling. So she told him the truth. “You should have left me in the forest to die.”
His hand dropped. “That was forbidden to us also.”
“But why?”
They were seated by the central fountain. The water sparkled and played a merry tune, mocking her.
Trace asked, “How much did your parents tell you?”
“That their marriage was forbidden, but they were in love and my mother was pregnant with me, so they fled into the forest.” She clenched her fists along with her jaw. She had promised herself that she would not shed a single tear in this place. Not ever.
“And then they died.”
“Of the fever,” Joelle confirmed.
“And you were alone.”
“For almost a year.”
“Until you caught the same fever. What happened then?”
Faint images came and went behind her eyes, disjointed glimpses of a different world and a hidden folk who sang their speech and melded with the trees and the sunlight. She recalled a journey beyond time and place, one that ended by her being left in a meadow before a city of white stone. Joelle knew he was not mocking her, but still she could not speak of what she was not entirely certain she had seen at all. She simply replied, “I’m not sure. I was very sick.”
“Somehow you were brought to your mother’s people. And they brought you to us.”
“Why did you take me?” When he hesitated, Joelle pressed, “Why do you keep me?”
“Our treaty with your people goes back a thousand years.” Trace spoke slowly, carefully weighing each word. “Almost as long as the edict that forbade your parents’ union. To put it bluntly, we owe them. Your mother’s people ordered us to take you in and keep you here all your life. We had no choice but to agree.”
She liked how he spoke to her, without guile or any desire to hide even the most painful truths. “Why did my mother’s people heal me? Why not just let me die?”
Trace spun a finger, swirling magical force into a ribbon of light that rose to join with the sunlight. “To that, I have no answer. They like to think of themselves as compassionate, I suppose.”
Joelle watched the rainbow ribbon and remembered her mother making the same design, a game to delight a child. She fought for control once more, then replied, “I can think of many ways to describe what they’ve done to me. Compassionate is not one of them.”
Trace stilled his hands, the magic faded, and he said, “Your mother’s people are known to hold certain abilities.”
Instantly she understood this was why the Master of the Havering Long Hall was speaking to her. It was not to reassure or to comfort but to know.
Trace went on, “They can see beyond the reach of physical eyes. Can you do that, Joelle?”
She hesitated, then decided she would give him the truth. “Ever since I was a child.”
He nodded, as though he approved of her response. But she was certain Trace found her answer most troubling.
“Can you sense anything particular about this place?”
She had perceived it when she first arrived. “A chamber lined in spells. And full of power.”
“To approach that place is forbidden upon pain of death.” When she did not respond, he continued, “You must be aware that some mages want to cast you out. They do not think you belong any more than you do. These wizards look for a reason to expel you from here. Your mother’s people have vowed to kill you, should you ever emerge.”
Master Trace gave her a long moment to ponder this, then went on, “Our own acolytes are not told of the hidden chamber or what it holds until they have taken their final vows. If you seek to pierce the forces shielding that room, most likely the protective spells will destroy you. You will not enter, this I can promise you. The spells are as sensitive as they are strong. If you try and survive, you will be sent away. If you leave the Long Hall, you will die.”
“That holds a certain appeal.”
“You will die,” he repeated. “Your mother’s people made this very clear.”
“And if I stay, what then?”
The Master of Havering Long Hall sighed softly, as though the most difficult part of his day was now behind him. “We train our acolytes in the hidden arts. I will try to have you included among them.”
“Try? You are the Master.”
“My opponents in this matter are very strong. But I give you my word, I will try.”
In the end, though, Trace’s best efforts were not enough. The mages who sought her eviction used her heritage as a reason to keep her from studying with the other acolytes. Even so, Trace remained true to his word and secretly taught her all he could. Joelle suspected that all along the Master assumed she would one day use the spells to break out of the Long Hall and then protect herself from her mother’s kin. But by the time she grew certain of this, Joelle had learned to hide certain mysteries from everyone, even her one true friend.

Joelle completed her exercises, stowed away her knives and the stolen scroll, and prepared for bed. Her last thought was the same as every night, that this would be her last month of imprisonment. When she awoke, she was thrilled to discover that this was to be one of her special, secret dawns.
Joelle never knew which mornings would liberate her, or even how they happened. But she reveled in her brief spans of liberty, even when she was not in truth free at all. For on many such occasions, she did not go. Rather, she was taken.
Such journeys always came at the same moment, at night’s end, as she gradually transitioned to wakefulness. There was a breath like most breaths, and then she escaped. Free from her body, from her cell, from this place.
There was a tiny crack in the Long Hall’s outer barrier, so small that ants could not pass single file, and yet large enough for her to squeeze through. Once beyond the wall, she was both free and not free. Free, because she could sometimes move as she wished, enter the forest, and dwell there until her body demanded she return and rise and begin another dull day. Not free, because she was often taken where she did not want to go.
This morning’s travel was not under her control.
Joelle had been brought to this yellow city a number of times. But she still could not say how she came, or why. Only that an enemy lived here. Such journeys carried a weight, a burden, that filled her soul with foreboding. When they were over, and she was back in her windowless stone cell inside the Long Hall, she wondered if it meant that she was to die in that city. Which filled her with a painful hope, since it meant she would succeed in breaking out and being free for a time, and surviving until she arrived there.
So she came, but never of her own accord, and always to the same place. From her perch, the yellow city rose on the opposite side of a broad valley. Ridges rose and fell to the end of the world. The desert was all-consuming. Not even time held much sway here. The years this city had endured were beyond count.
Only this day she was not alone.
A full army was gathered along her ledge, the men of a type she had never seen before. They were bearded and wild, carrying massive swords and double-bladed axes and spears, and riding horses as fierce as the men. The horsemen were flanked by foot soldiers, and all of them glared across the valley at the city. Their gazes were intense and flinty, the same fury burning on every face. Joelle was very glad indeed she could not be seen.
It seemed to her that she viewed a different season than the one in which her body dwelled. This had happened a few times before, and on each occasion Joelle had the distinct impression there was a lesson here, or a warning, such as now. The warriors were dressed in furs, with leggings and boots and gloves beneath their mail. Breath steamed silver-white from beast and man alike. Back in the realm where she slept, it was late spring. Joelle had no idea why this was happening, only that she must observe.
Across the distance, the city gates opened. This was another remarkable component of her journeys, how she could see even remote objects with crystal clarity. She stood on a rock behind the army and watched as a frivolous, chattering mob of knights emerged from the city gates. At their center walked two indolent men with gold chains of royal office looped around their shoulders. One wore a crown, the other a dandy’s cap of black leather with a tall black feather. Both wore jeweled rings over gloves and were clutched at by chattering women. The men accepted the other knights’ cloying attention as their due. The group laughed and caroused and ignored the army on the opposite ridgeline.
Servants scurried through the gates and set down tables and chairs and two high-backed thrones for their leaders, then lay out silver platters of fruit and poured golden goblets full of wine. A minstrel began playing a lute as a battalion of foot soldiers tromped out and formed up alongside the knights.
The warrior closest to Joelle’s perch unsheathed his great sword and shouted words she could not understand. It seemed to her that the very earth trembled as the other warriors took up the roar.
But the knights seated on the valley’s other side remained untouched by the ferocity.
The warrior pointed his sword, yelled something more, and all the warriors set off down the ridge into the valley.
At that moment, another figure emerged from the city gates. Though Joelle had never seen him before, still she knew him. The crimson mage carried a scent so fierce she could smell it without her body, a vile stench of all the towns he had burned, all the lives destroyed. The wizard carried a staff, upon which glowed an orb as red as his robes. He turned to the approaching horde and gestured with his free hand. He spoke words that seared Joelle where she stood. As he uttered his spell, what appeared to be metal insects emerged from his shadowed hood and swarmed about him.
The minstrel stopped playing then, and most of the knights could no longer pretend to be enjoying themselves. Only the indolent pair at their center remained at ease.
A putrid mist began spewing from the orb, forming tendrils that slithered down the slope, growing snakelike arms as it raced toward the warriors. The mist was the color of watery blood. It clung to the rocks and the scrub, rising no more than a few inches from the earth.
The warriors saw it and faltered, but before their leader could sound a retreat, the mist was upon them.
As soon as the mist touched their feet, the warriors and their steeds were bound in place. They and their mounts screamed and struggled, but to no avail.
The mist crept up each of the warriors, blanketing them in the vile shade, until only their heads were free. Then the remaining mist melted into the valley floor.
To the faltering sound of the lute, the indolent knight lifted one hand. Reluctantly the foot soldiers started forward, marching down the ridge, entering the valley. Down to where the army was trapped like screaming pillars.
Joelle could not depart. She knew this from experience. When she was taken somewhere, she remained until she was hauled back. But she could at least turn her face away. There was nothing, however, that she could do about the screams and sounds of chopping meat and metal striking metal. She had no ears, nor hands to cover them.
Only when the valley went silent did she turn back. And even then she did not want to, but her attention was pulled around with the same force that had drawn her here. To her astonishment, the valley floor was covered with nothing save a dark grey ash. Of the warriors and horses, the only sign they had ever existed was the line of blood-spattered foot soldiers who tromped up the opposite ridge and passed through the city gates.
Joelle watched as the two knights rose, drained their goblets, and sauntered back into the city. The day’s entertainment was over. A silent clutch of knights and women and servants hastily followed.
The only one who remained was the crimson mage, who lifted his staff and waited as the ash swirled and blew away, though there was no wind to carry it. The mist rose from the earth and swept back up the ridge and was swallowed by the orb. Still the wizard stood there, staring out over the empty valley.
Though the cowl held such shadows that the wizard’s face remained well hidden, still Joelle knew he was looking straight at her. He lifted the staff, but at that moment she was drawn away, back, back, over forests and fields, through the crack in the wall, into her cell . . .
Joelle bolted upright. Her chest heaved with such force, each breath carried a tight moan. She never felt the fear until her return.
She forced herself to rise from the bed, the images and the sounds seared upon her brain. As she dressed and walked down the stone corridor to begin her day’s work, she wondered if it was all intended as a warning. Leave the Long Hall and face the red wizard. But even this was no longer enough to stop her.
Joelle was leaving. And soon.
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Joelle swept the flagstone corridor and counted as she moved. The actions were ingrained now, so well known not even a passing mage gave her any notice. There used to be problems with some of the wizards, especially those newly graduated from the ranks of acolytes. The young women saw her as a threat, the young men as an opportunity. They were, after all, inducted into the Long Hall’s source of power. They could do anything. Even conquer the silent servant, the imprisoned one. Or so they thought.
She had learned to defend herself, then Trace had noticed and made sure no one ever touched her again. What happened to the ones who ganged up and sought to ensnare her, she had no idea. Trace was a gentle soul by nature. But when angry he could grow in power until his menace filled the halls and made him appear a giant in human skin. And Trace had been very angry indeed. Seven young mages had vanished, and Joelle no longer worried about her safety when passing shadowed alcoves or when working alone. Now her lessons of defense had been turned into strategy for the coming battle.
Soon after the young men vanished, Trace began feeding her scrolls. Not directly, there was too much risk in that. But in their quiet moments by the fountain or seated together in the scullery after the final bell, he would ask what she studied, which of course was forbidden, but he paid such orders no mind. Which was decidedly odd for a Master Mage. Yet Trace remained utterly opposed to her situation and still sought on occasion to have her included among the acolytes. But Joelle now knew that her mother’s kind were forbidden from joining the Long Hall mages. And the wizards who wished she had been left to the forest wolves had grown in power, bitter men and women with pinched features and hands that wove gossip and pain far better than any spell. They were led by the Librarian and the Doorkeeper, holders of the two portals she most wanted to open. Trace could neither vanquish their clique nor win them over. But he could and did work around them.
As Joelle worked her way down the hall, she counted off the steps to the most complicated spell she had ever fashioned. She had discovered the scroll stretched out on a library table, where the senior acolytes had been perusing it before their exams. Trace had mentioned this in passing, a casual gesture between friends. How he despaired of teaching this crop of young ones anything at all. How their heads—
“Your heads are empty! Your brains have been wasted away by all the drivel you pour in them when you should have been studying!”
Even before she could make out the words, she knew it was Trace, for the acolytes laughed in response. They loved the old man as fiercely as the Doorkeeper and the Librarian loathed him, perhaps even more. Trace remained Master of the Havering Long Hall because his friends were also his allies, and his allies were the strongest group within the fractious hall. But Trace often confided to her that being Master was like trying to herd goats—simply because they were tethered did not mean the beasts would go where you wanted.
Joelle worked her way closer to the classroom, her gaze focused on the sweeping broom, her heart twisted by angry longing. She heard Trace shout in mock rage, “No, no, no! Dunderheads, the lot of you. Stop kneading the spell like it’s bread you’re making! Weave the power. Let it flow from your hands!”
Joelle busied herself outside the doorway, just in case another wizard happened by. She had traveled again at dawn, arriving at a point where the crimson mage rode alone through some great forest. The red-cloaked wizard had sensed her presence and turned. The glinting black insects had risen like a cloud from his hood, hunting, hunting. Instantly Joelle had been drawn away, returning to relative safety within the Long Hall. Even so, the dread remained.
And then there was the other problem. Joelle could not get the spell to work.
It was the first time she had been stymied, and it infuriated her. The scroll outlined a weapons spell, an implement of warcraft. It claimed to transform a blade into lightning, a hammer into a mace that could bludgeon through stone. It was what she had been hunting, the last item she required before escaping. But she could not make it work.
Joelle counted the stages as she swept, reciting them under her breath, seeking what she had missed. She knew she had done it correctly, but there was something . . .
“No, no, no! You are the worst crop of dunderheads it has ever been my misery to instruct. And you, you imbecile, you are the worst dunderhead of them all! Come over here so I can thump that great lump growing between your shoulders.”
A voice she recognized retorted, “I am doing what the scroll says to—”
“Forget the scroll. Did you not hear a single word I said?”
“I heard everything you said, Master. You said—”
“I said that when it comes to warcraft, no scroll is complete.”
Joelle froze in mid-sweep.
“One crucial element is always missing. It is intended as a safety mechanism, like the lock that requires a key. And it is intended to instruct. Because an intelligent student, which you most certainly are not, would know that in order for the spell to work upon an inanimate object, it requires . . . what? Anyone?”
The insight was so powerful, Joelle actually spoke aloud. “A binding spell.”
“Precisely! Who said that? Perhaps I was wrong, and there is at least one student here who is not a complete waste of my time. Come, come. Who spoke?”
Joelle heard footsteps farther down the hall and resumed her sweeping just as a mage rounded the corner. Trace’s voice continued to drone on behind her. But the key was now in the lock, and she would soon open the portal.
And go free.
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Joelle required two more weeks to prepare. She needed a calm night for one thing, but spring storms ravaged the land for three long windswept days. She needed to prepare food and steal a map of the region, for she had little idea where she was or where she might find safety. And she needed to practice the pesky spell.
There were moments when she almost gave up. The spell required growing the mage-force and then bundling it up, tighter and tighter. Finally it had to be bound to the weapon. But the energy of wizardry was not meant to be trapped. It was the force of nature, unbounded by any restrictions, surging and rampant and desperate to be free. Which was perhaps why she loved working spells as much as she did, even when they were as frustratingly difficult as this one.
After many arduous nights she managed to bind the power to one knife, though the other remained as unrepentantly dull and metallic as ever. Her one success, however, shone with such brilliance she was almost afraid to handle it. The blade shimmered with a passionate fire, humming with a force she felt through her fingers, begging for her to release it. But she dared not, since the last thing she wanted was to demolish an interior wall and bring all the mages down on her head. So she released the spell, which was as frustrating as it was difficult, given all the work she had put into making it happen. Then she kept at it, night after night, until both blades hummed with the fierce song of her heart, impatient to fly, to wreak havoc, to break free.
Joelle knew the Long Hall had originally required a night watch of three mages, two of whom patrolled the perimeter, with a third stationed in the central bell tower. She also knew the practice had been ended by the Master before Trace. When Trace had tried to reestablish it, he had faced a sullen mutiny.
Perhaps Trace shared such gossip with her simply because she was not a part of his world, though intimately aware of most things. Or if indeed he was preparing her for what he knew must eventually come and, in truth, wanted her to succeed. In any case, she knew that each night, when the bell sounded the midnight hour, the portal was sealed with spells. Then the perimeter defenses were checked once more, and all the mages including the Doorkeeper retired for the night. There was nothing in Joelle’s opinion that spoke of the wizards’ smug complacency more clearly than how, every night, they treated the Long Hall as a realm apart, safe from every threat.
The watches might be a thing of the past, but the bell continued to sound and the watchtower continued to hold the mage-force intended to repel attackers the wizards thought would never come. That night Joelle took the bell’s chime as her cue. She dressed and hefted the pack she had sewn, which contained the stolen food and map, the robe she would use as an outer cloak, and her bedroll. Her knives and the scroll were in a separate bundle that she gripped to her middle. She emerged from her chamber and tried to listen, but her heart beat so loudly she could scarcely hear her own footsteps as she hurried down the empty corridor.
The courtyard was empty of all save moonlight. The ancient stones shone like purest silver, or perhaps it was merely her excitement that made the place beckon so. Joelle did not feel any regret over leaving such a lovely place. She had always considered her prison to be beautiful.
She rested her pack where she had sat next to Trace for their first conversation, and used it to anchor the scroll open. She had read the words so often they felt imprinted on the back of her eyes, but she needed to get this right, and do so the very first time. Joelle had no idea whether the watchtower would sound an alarm when the portal was attacked from within. But she needed to break down the door and escape before the mages were awakened.
She had not slept for the past two nights, and her eyes were grainy and her hands unsteady. She gripped her fists tight against her chest and clenched herself hard as she could, from toes to hairline, every muscle in her body taut and electric. Then she set her two favorite knives on the stone next to the scroll and began weaving the spell.
Joelle had walked the perimeter wall enough to know that it ran in a virtual circle, with the secret chamber at its center. She had long wondered if the wall traced a boundary, beyond which the mage-force could not be drawn upon. In the lonely hours, especially on dawns that did not offer the momentary freedom of travel, she wondered how she would feel once she left and the magic was no longer there for her to call upon. But such internal dialogue had no place now. The same moon that turned the courtyard silver played over the world that had been denied to her for three long years. Its draw was magnetic and not to be denied.
Joelle had practiced the spell enough for the stages to flow almost smoothly. Now she drew the force from the hidden chamber and wove the mage-heat, illuminating the plaza and burnishing the ancient stones with a forge’s glow. When she hefted her knives and cast the binding spell, their brilliance pierced the night.
She did not hesitate, not even an instant, thus denying her fear room to disturb the spell. She wove the final words into a shriek that flew with the knives, straight at the hated portal.
The knives struck, first one, then the other.
There was no sound save the furious pounding of her heart.
Instead, a spiderweb of force spread out from the two points. The portal bounced slightly, as though made from some viscous material and not wood. The overlaid webs would have been beautiful save for how they absorbed the knives’ force.
Her weapons clattered to the stones. Dark. Unlovely. Useless.
The portal remained intact.
Joelle was weaving the spell again before she reached the knives. She did not chant the spell. She screamed it. Her cries carried such force that her breath became illuminated, weaving into the power that flooded the two blades. Again she hefted them. Again she flung them at the despised door.
Again they clattered to the stones, their force depleted, the portal undisturbed.
She was so distraught she could scarcely lift her knives, much less heft the pack from the fountain. Every step was a voluntary move back into her prison. She could not think, she could not, she could not . . .
Then a figure shifted among the shadows on the courtyard’s other end. And as it did, Joelle spotted a faint shift in the night surrounding the watchtower. She had not noticed it before, because her attention had been focused exclusively on escape. But she realized now that the tower had been surrounded by a subtle wavy pattern, almost like summer heat. Now it was gone, as was the figure in the shadows. Which could only mean one thing. Trace had suspected she would act and had silenced the alarm bell. And then observed her attempted escape. And done nothing to halt her.
In such a desolate hour, she found enough solace in the Master Mage’s friendship to make it back to her bed. And sleep so deeply not even her aching heart could wake her.
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After the failed attempt to break through the Long Hall’s portal, Joelle’s days grew crowded with memories. For the first time since her arrival, she did not forcefully shove them away. There was no longer any reason. She assumed the thoughts of her parents were driven by how she would soon join them in death. It was only a matter of time.
Three things had united her parents most of all—their love for each other, Joelle, and their love of silence. Her mother could go weeks without speaking a word. And yet Joelle had loved her company, for her mother’s silence had been sparked by a force as strong as any mage-heat. Joelle’s mother was a telepath, and the most she ever spoke was in preparing her daughter for the gift’s arrival. Which should have come during her eighteenth winter but did not. Instead, Joelle’s awareness grew, this ability of hers to see beyond physical limits. Joelle took this to be a living sign of her tainted blood.
Her father was a hunter. He had supplied game to his wife’s clan, and thus they had met, fallen in love, and broken a thousand years of restrictions. And so her mother had been banished. Soon after, Joelle had arrived. The young woman now imprisoned for the crime of being born.
Twice more Joelle sought to break through the Long Hall’s portal, weaving her spells in the moonlight and flinging her sparkling blades. She was certain now that Trace observed her. She intended to confront him, demand to know why he simply did not release the door spells and allow her to flee. But Trace had taken to avoiding her. He did not even attend his classes. As though he was waiting for something. What, she had no idea. But Joelle began spending much of her nights in the library. Several times she sensed the fleeting presence of an observer. She assumed it was Trace, who no doubt thought she searched for more powerful spells of warcraft. But he was wrong. She had another target in mind altogether.
She was only sleeping a few hours each night, between the library and the memory assaults. Joelle was therefore very surprised by how the moment came, in the breath between sleep and wakefulness. Then suddenly she was free for the first time since attacking the portal.
Free, yet not free. For as soon as she emerged, she was swept up and away. Through the tiny crack in the wall, across the moonlit expanse, up, up, and away . . .
Back to the place she had hoped she would never see again.
Joelle stood upon the desert ledge. The valley separating her from the ancient city was cast in the silver glow of a waning moon. The world was empty, silent, and yet she could sense the approach of that same dread presence.
The clarity of her vision was such that not even night could hide away the crimson mage. His arrival was marked by a bizarre cloud of metallic insects. Long before they tightened into the shape of wizard and cloak and staff and orb, she knew it was him. She wanted to flee, or at least turn away, but the same force that had brought her here gripped her with relentless strength. She saw how the buzzing insects flitted beneath the cowl, as though fashioning a face she hoped she would never see.
The hand holding the orb raised, and the crimson mage was joined by a contingent of ghostly warriors. This group held to no strict rank and made no sound as they marched. How could they, since they had neither body nor physical form. They were as vague as the moonlight, as silent as the death they wore. They drifted up and onto the distant ridge, where before, the knights had sat and drank and enjoyed the slaughter.
The wizard pointed his staff down into the valley, and at that moment a second horde rose from the valley floor. Instantly Joelle knew them to be the defeated warriors who had raced down the hillside to their doom. The new ranks of ghoulish soldiers quietly slipped down the ledge, down into the valley where their fellows waited. The wizard lifted his staff, and the army sank into the rocks and vanished in a final few wisps of fog and remorse.
Then the mage noticed her.
Joelle felt his furious perception like a fist to her soul. She fought against the force that gripped her still, knowing he was about to lift his staff and send the ghostly hordes against her . . .
In the far distance an illumination rose, a light so intense it pressed the mage back a step. For once she was not the one assaulted, because for Joelle the light carried a sense of inexpressible joy.
She knew with the certainty that such journeys carried that this was why she had come. She was meant to see this. The light was intended for her.
And with that awareness she was lifted up, up, and drawn away. But not back to her stone chamber. Instead, she flew across the vast distance to a different desert, a different valley, one filled with a light that sparked her soul in a way she could not fathom, much less name.
There at the valley’s heart stood a man. At least, she thought he was both male and human, but the light was so intense all she could really see was his silhouette. He held something aloft in both hands, his arms stretched high above his head, his back arched almost painfully, and then she realized . . .
The man was in ecstasy.
He reveled in the power that gripped him. He was flooded with an elation so potent Joelle felt it as well, as though she could communicate with him not through words but through pleasure.
She wanted to reach out to him, to ask him who he was and whether he would help her . . .
The instant the thoughts took form, she was drawn away. The break was as intense as a slap to her psyche, as though she had been caught in a wrongful deed. All the way back, across meadows and valleys and forest, she argued with the force and fought its relentless grip. How could she be expected to refuse help from whatever quarter she could? How could she not strive to break free?
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Joelle’s thoughts often returned to the desert valley and the man so cloaked in bliss and power she could not make him out. She felt an uncommon yearning rise with each recollection, as though here was something she could neither comprehend nor grasp. She felt as frustrated by the sensations as she did when a spell did not form to her liking. Even so, the memories refused to be pushed away. They clouded her vision at times, even when she was most intent upon learning, or practicing with her spell-cast knives, or searching the scrolls, or trying to sleep, or rising from dreams to wakefulness . . .
These moments of liberation seldom came night after night, but for the third dawn in a row, she was drawn out of herself. Joelle hovered there for the longest moment, but she was not forced anywhere. Instead, she could go as she wished. Another breath and she was away.
Her escape point was a singular mystery, a pinprick opening where the mortar sealing the portal to the wall’s stones had fallen out. Joelle only discovered it by being drawn through it by the guiding force. Even now, after three years of such momentary freedoms, she had to hunt to find it. She poised ghostlike by the portal, feeling the force that secured it more clearly than ever, and searched for the crack. Then she slipped through the seam, flew across the meadow, and entered her home. The one place she had ever belonged.
The glade neighboring the Havering Long Hall was hardly deserving of the title forest. She had been raised in a realm of green so vast a traveler could spend ten days on the road and not pass from one boundary to the next. But this was enough for her, and though her lungs remained bound by stone and spell, she sensed the forest’s energy and flavors. She exulted in the joy of belonging.
This time she was not so much drawn away as having her attention redirected. For a brief instant she was able to look out over an impossible distance, out to where a desert city rose upon a silent ridge.
Then she became aware of another presence. The new scent assaulted her with the force of an angry tempest. The distance between them was great, but it did not matter, for in that brief instant, shorter than the space between heartbeats, Joelle knew that she was being hunted. The crimson mage stood upon the stone citadel rising from the heart of that ancient yellow city. Searching.
And this time, the crimson mage knew she was there.
Even as the panic rose, still she was amazed at how she could be in the glade by the Long Hall meadow and peer out across a measureless distance. She saw with crystal clarity the crimson mage raise his staff and point it in her direction, as though the distance mattered less to him than it did to her. And when the orb attached to the tip of his staff began to glow, she saw the cloud of black insects fly from beneath his shadowed hood and swarm toward her.
Though she was well separated from her heart, still she could feel the surge of panic strike a frantic drumbeat in her distant chest. Joelle fled back, away from the forest and across the meadow. She arrived at the wall just as the first faint tremors of the incoming swarm drilled into her being, a sibilant rush of death and terror. She clawed at the stone, searching frantically for her way through. But in her panic she lost the place. Or perhaps it was hidden from her. Possibly she had been granted this final glimpse of her beloved woodlands before being torn apart by the metallic horde.
She risked a glance behind her and would have screamed if she had a voice. The cloud was so vast that it blocked the rising sun. The insect wings glinted bronze and russet in the dawn. Swarming. Attacking.
Then she found it. She rammed into the tight seam, her haste so great she fled across the courtyard before she was even aware she had made it through. Joelle turned back in time to see the swarm’s assault.
The cloud slammed into the outer wall and the mage-force that rose above it. She had never realized until that very moment how the Long Hall’s barrier was shaped like a dome, curving smooth and steady above the watchtower. She saw the insect horde strike and create the webs of power just as her knives had fashioned upon the portal.
But Trace was not there to silence the watchtower’s bell. It rang now with the fierce alarm of having waited centuries for this moment. Again and again the bell struck, the sound causing the very stones to vibrate. As they did, the watchtower flamed to life, transformed from granite to fire, gathering force like a giant’s wand, then shooting it out in bolts of fiery power, piercing the barrier and the cloud both.
Joelle stayed until she heard the first cries rise from the corridors leading to the mages’ quarters. When she returned to her body and rose from her bed, the one thought she held was of how Trace had not merely silenced the alarm when she attacked the door but had saved her from precisely that same assault. As she began her duties, ignoring the shouts and commands and havoc about her, Joelle realized another thing. Trace had not been granting her a chance to escape. He had been allowing her to safely test the Long Hall’s power. He knew she could not escape. He wanted her to find a bitter peace in remaining.
She liked him more now than ever.
But her affection for the old wizard changed nothing. Either she broke free or she died trying. And just then, it scarcely mattered to her one way or the other.
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Joelle had a new favorite hideaway. She had been given the responsibility of cleaning the library, partly because no one else wanted the duty, and mostly because she did a very good job. Not even the desiccated prune of a Librarian could find fault in her work. She was good because she wanted to come back. And she came back to borrow, though the Librarian would have called her a thief. Only now that was no longer necessary, for Joelle had discovered a door whose lock had become loose, and with a gentle tug she could slip inside. And come here, to a space that was snug as a velvet cave, a place she liked to think of as made for her.
One wall actually was fashioned from velvet—long drapes that framed the lead-paned windows. The library was unique in that manner, for the Long Hall community had few windows, and none so large as these. The library windows overlooked the central fields and faced south by east, so that on clear mornings the light could be blinding. Velvet curtains fell floor to ceiling, hooked by golden ropes that could be released when the light grew fierce. The windows themselves were flanked by broad benches with rectangular horsehair pads. In the daytime, students crouched there and pondered the world they had left behind. On nights such as this, the haven was hers to claim.
She loved everything about the library except the mage who ran it. The shelves of scrolls and books ran up four times her own height. The vast chamber was wrapped on three sides by a balcony whose bronze railing she carefully polished. She loved walking the narrow way, dusting the shelves, deciding which of the tomes she would dive into next.
Since being defeated by the portal, all her nights had been given over to finding a means of unlocking the binding spells that sealed the Long Hall’s only exit. Failing that, she sought a way into the chamber at the Long Hall’s heart. So far, both goals had eluded her. The library held two locked side alcoves, and she suspected the answer might rest there. Both were surrounded by fierce mage-heat. A senior mage might request entry, but the Librarian alone held access. Even so, Joelle was determined to find a way inside. It was only a matter of time.
She settled into her niche and tugged the curtains closed, then fashioned a candle to illuminate her space. She loved practicing these small bits of magic, especially when she heard acolytes complain they could never make the light stable. Her own candle glowed a foot or so above her head, steady as her breathing. She unrolled the scroll, then froze as a door creaked.
“See there, it’s just as I said. She’s magicking, she is!”
The voice belonged to the Librarian and rang with the triumph of one who lived to forbid, to punish, to wreak havoc on those within reach. Joelle set the scroll aside and gripped for the knives she always carried. To attack now would mean certain defeat. She was not ready. But attack she would. And to take this one down with her would offer a small portion—
“I’ve noted your complaint,” Trace replied. “Now let’s be—”
“Complaint, you say? Complaint?” The Doorkeeper sounded outraged. Of course the Librarian would not come alone. Not when accusing her before the Master Wizard. “What she’s doing there is forbidden!”
“Duly noted.” The voice rang clearly from the gallery across from her alcove. Trace sounded wearily defeated. “It’s late, and I’m tired from a long—”
“She must be made to bleed, I tell you. Bleed!” the Doorkeeper snarled.
Trace underwent a remarkable transformation, one so potent it ruffled the velvet drape by her cheek. “There’s a hermitage high in the western badlands that’s awaiting your arrival. I could send you both there tonight. Announce your retirements after you’re gone. Perhaps I should.”
The Librarian’s indignation rang through the chamber. “She’s the one doing wrong! Not us!”
“She’s the most innocent person who’s ever graced this Long Hall,” Trace replied.
“She’s imprisoned!” The Doorkeeper sounded as if he gargled with lava. “She’s to be held here for life!”
“But the pair of you have no idea why, do you. So you feed those shriveled, wretched excuses you have for souls with rumors.”
“This is an outrage!”
“I couldn’t agree more. If either of you speak a word of this to anyone, you’ll be off to the windswept reaches that same day. And you’ll be the ones banished for life.”
“And you dare call yourself a Master Mage!”
“And you, the both of you, dare call yourselves human!”
“I knew you were a fraud!” The Librarian revealed a stutter in his fury. “First time I ever set eyes on you!”
“You disgrace the Long Hall,” the Doorkeeper agreed.
“Get out of my sight while you still have posts to claim,” Trace snapped. “Go on. Move!”
When the door slammed shut and the voices rang ever more faintly, Joelle finally released her breath and tremors both. She used a shaky finger to repair the tear in the scroll, then rose from the place that was her haven no longer. It was only a matter of time before the Librarian, the Doorkeeper, and their venomous allies shut her away. And when that happened, she would fight.
She set the scroll back in its place, crossed the library, and headed back for her room. She would spend the rest of this empty night with her knives as companions. Fighting away the tragic knowledge that she had already lost. But fight she would.
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