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CHAPTER ONE

It was my second night following a man named Gregory Shaw. He had been accused of several things: death threats, theft, and a few minor crimes, but there had been no evidence found against him. He used to be employed by the king, though he surely had never spoken to his majesty, as I did often. Instead, Shaw’s orders had come from the head guard of the capital, a man who was discharged because of similar corruption charges.
Shaw had been given the option to reenroll. He only had to sign the same contract that the rest of the king’s guards did. It was an oath to stop the abuse of power in all forms and end the spread of dteria. The guards who agreed and signed were held to this oath through ordia. They couldn’t break it if they tried. Those who refused were immediately removed from service.
Of course Shaw had refused, as had many others.
I had signed a similar contract. However, mine only specified that I must protect the king at all costs.
My contract was not the reason I was out here on another cold night, missing sleep, watching Shaw take large swigs of ale in Red’s Tavern. The reason I was out here was because this was my punishment for disobeying the king. In fact, this was the seventh night of my punishment. The first few days were fine, but now I was irritable, always uncomfortable, and just plain tired.
Not only was I tired physically, I was tired of trailing nefarious men only for nothing to happen. I understood the king’s need to punish me. I had deceived him into sending troops into the forest against his will with the help of a little lie from his daughter. But the battle against the dark mages from Rohaer had been victorious because of what I’d done.
I was no longer proud of my decision. I just wanted this punishment to end. Ten days of losing two hours of sleep each night was too much.
Winter had begun. There was a cold breeze every night, but I chose to watch the tavern from outside. I still hadn’t figured out how to blend in anywhere unnoticed. I seemed to attract gazes no matter what I wore. I was dressed like a commoner most nights, not a weapon on me, and tonight was no different.
Red’s Tavern had been Aliana’s place of work before the king recruited her. She’d just about shed tears telling me of the harassment she’d suffered here and how the owner did nothing to stop it. Some men went as far as touching her without her permission, and unfortunately there seemed to be another serving girl here suffering the same fate.
I watched as Shaw grabbed the arm of the young, curvy woman. She gently pulled free of his grasp, her expression fearful, as she stayed to listen to whatever he said.
She didn’t seem to give a reply as she walked away, passing an old man standing behind a counter who saw the whole thing. I imagined he was the owner, given the pleading look the young woman showed him.
He said something to her as he gestured at Shaw’s small table among the crowded floor of patrons. Her shoulders slumped. She returned to stand in front of Shaw with folded arms. I couldn’t hear what he told her, but it was clear from her scowl that she didn’t appreciate his words.
This went on for some time. I could step inside the tavern and tell Shaw to leave her alone, but I needed to catch the man doing something more severe to finally get him off the streets. Not only was he suspected of many crimes, but he was most likely working with our enemies, the dark mages.
There was no telling how many dark mages there were in total, but their intentions were clear. They wanted to take control of the entire kingdom. They already had the city of Koluk, not a day’s ride from the capital. But there were many of them here as well, all in hiding. There was no doubt in my mind that they were planning something big. We had delayed them by intercepting the one hundred mages and soldiers from Rohaer who had tried to join their comrades in Koluk, but there were still many of them hiding in and around Newhaven. They would attack soon enough.
Meanwhile, here I was losing sleep when I should be resting. I needed to train as hard as I could. My fatigue was really starting to slow me down.
I was tired sick of watching and waiting. We all knew Shaw was guilty of at least something. It was time to flush that something out. I started to come up with a plan as I watched him harass the girl more and more.
It was late. The tavern wouldn’t stay open much longer. I was about to enter and initiate my plan when I noticed another man walking down the street. I hid in an alley as he entered the tavern. He greeted Shaw and took a seat at Shaw’s table.
I edged closer to the window. The streets were empty by now, the curfew nearly in effect. I was surely noticeable, but I wanted to hear what they said as the owner of the tavern gestured at the table for the young woman to serve the new guest. She looked at the two other servers, both men, but she might as well have been invisible to them as they busied themselves with cleaning up. All other patrons had left by then.
“We’re closing soon,” the server told the straggler.
“What’s your name, beautiful?” Shaw’s friend asked.
Wearing a scowl, she said, “We only have ale and wine left for tonight.”
“Smile,” Shaw demanded. “And tell him your name.”
She let out an audible breath and did not smile. “Burda. Now which would you like?”
“An ale, Burda,” Shaw’s friend said.
When she turned to leave, he gave her rear a hard smack. Shaw let out a guffaw as Burda froze, her body stiff. She did not turn back but walked the rest of the way through the dining area to confront the owner.
I couldn’t hear the conversation, but the old man’s expression spoke loudly enough. He wouldn’t listen to her complaints as he left my vantage point, then returned a moment later with a mug.
Burda refused to take it, but he said something that changed her mind, and soon she was headed back to the table with a nervous look. She set it down and scurried away as Shaw and his friend laughed.
I had seen enough. This friend of Shaw’s would make this more difficult, but I wasn’t going to let this go on another night. It was time to enact my plan.
I rushed into the tavern. “I have a proposition for the owner,” I announced as I looked around. “It’s urgent!” I wasn’t the best actor, so I tried not to show my face to any one person for too long.
The old man came out from behind the counter. “Over here.”
I rushed past Shaw and his friend. Shaw was a large man, his body overflowing from the chair. His friend was more my size, a bit taller than average and clearly strong. They each looked to be about twice my age. I didn’t feel any dteria from them as I rushed by, but that just meant they probably didn’t have an essence of dteria with them. They still could be dark mages.
I stopped in front of the owner and spoke loudly enough for Shaw and his friend to overhear. “I am in need of a sweet white wine as fast as possible!”
Sweet white wine was hard to come by. I didn’t expect him to have any.
The owner appeared confused. “Why is that?”
“My master is hosting a few important guests and has run out of white wine. He is willing to pay well. I have the coin with me.” I made sure Shaw especially could hear the last line.
“I don’t have any white here,” said the owner, his regret obvious.
“Do you know where I might find some?”
“There’s no other tavern open at this time of night,” he replied.
Shaw announced, “I got two bottles of white myself.”
I took a moment as I held back my grin. Then I turned and gave him my best incredulous look. It was probably overdone, but it should do the trick.
“You?” I asked in disbelief.
“You don’t believe me?” He spoke as if insulted.
I turned back to the owner. “Can you vouch for this man?”
The owner’s mouth twisted into a smile. “I can.”
It was an obvious lie, most likely out of fear. I pretended to study Shaw for a moment before I gave him a nod.
“All right, then,” I said. “I will meet you outside after I have a quick word with the owner here on behalf of my patron. Future business.”
Shaw and his friend walked out of the establishment. I noticed the three servers pausing in their cleanup, including Burda, all edging closer to listen.
When the opportunity to give someone a chance to redeem himself came up, as it did now, I wouldn’t be able to sleep at night if I didn’t take it. I stepped up close to the owner, dropping my naivety.
“Is there anything you want to tell me about that man now that he’s not here?”
“The man comes in. He pays. He leaves. That’s all I know.”
And he harasses your server, I replied only to myself. You do nothing to stop it. You don’t even warn Shaw to knock it off.
The owner had a legal right to ask Shaw to leave his place of business for any reason. If Shaw refused, the owner could get the king’s guards involved. It might’ve been an easy way to arrest Shaw so I didn’t have to put myself in a potentially risky situation, as I would now. But I trusted myself to get through whatever happened. I would figure out what to do about this owner later.
I noticed Burda staring at me after the owner walked away. I met her gaze. She shook her head with a grave look, clearly warning me not to conduct business with Shaw. I showed her a quick wink to let her know I knew what I was doing. She appeared surprised at first, but then her nervous expression returned as she shook her head once more.
I left the tavern. No one but official guards could carry a weapon in the capital. I did not see a weapon on either of these men, but I suspected at least one had a small blade hidden.
“Lead the way,” I said as I took my place behind them.
Gregory Shaw and his friend walked beside each other, each giving a glance behind them. I watched their legs to see if a dagger or even a small knife might be hidden in a holster. I couldn’t make out anything clearly, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t there.
After a little while I told Shaw, “It doesn’t seem necessary for your friend to come with us. I would feel safer if we parted from him now.”
“He’s staying with me right now,” Shaw answered for him. “And I’m not looking to get robbed, either. I don’t know that I can trust you yet. I want him with me.”
“Very well.”
Two I could deal with, especially if neither of them was a sorcerer. It was if a third got involved that I would start to worry.
I continued to voice concerns that I figured would bother me if I’d really had been sent out to find white wine by my master: I told them I was in a hurry, and they sped up. I reminded them that my patron was very powerful, so nothing should happen to me or his coin. They told me they understood, and this would be a fair deal for white wine.
“Sweet white wine,” I specified.
“Yes, sweet white wine,” Shaw agreed.
They led me down a few streets before they eventually turned into an alley. My pulse increased. I slowed to give myself more distance, but surprisingly, they did not care to stop. What was even more surprising was that I watched Shaw pull a key out of his pocket and head toward the door of a large house.
My heart started to race. Was he really going to try to sell me sweet white wine? That was the worst possible outcome I could imagine. All this time and effort would be wasted. Even worse, I would have to pay the man good coin that I doubted the king would pay back to me.
Shaw opened the door and looked back at me. “Are you coming?” He didn’t sound too eager.
“I’d rather we finish the deal out here,” I told him honestly. I didn’t want to walk into a place I had not scoped out before.
“It might take a little while,” Shaw said. “This is my friend’s house. Got to find the damn bottle.”
The other man spoke. “You might as well wait inside. Warmer there.”
I didn’t need witnesses. The king trusted me enough that if I told him I was attacked by these men, he would imprison them. I just had to make sure that happened.
I would enter and stay near the door, where I could escape easily.
“All right, fine. But keep some distance until you find the wine.”
Shaw gave an easy shrug. “Suit yourself.”
I followed them into the house, immediately walking into a large dining area with a long table at the center. There were various pieces of fine furniture against the walls. I imagined this “friend” was likely a dark mage who had paid for this house with coin from threats and robberies.
I would’ve had more confidence about whatever was going to happen if I wasn’t lacking sleep. I had fought against many dark mages and swordsmen a week ago in the forest, usually facing two or three of them at a time. But we had surprised our enemies. They had been disorganized.
Right now I had little idea what to expect.
I stayed close to the door as Shaw walked through the dining area and opened the door to the next room. He slipped through the opening and closed the door after him. The other man stayed a few feet from me.
“What’s your name?” he asked.
“Don,” I lied. It was close enough to Jon that it shouldn’t throw me off too much if they were to use it. Besides, this man would probably give me a false name as well.
“I’m Jacob,” he said as he offered his hand. “There’s no need to be nervous.”
I shook it as I made myself relax my shoulders, though I was still on guard.
“Why don’t you have a seat while I check on him?” Jacob offered.
I casually took one of the nearby chairs and pulled it away from the table before I sat. I didn’t want to be trapped.
“I’ll help him hurry this along.” Jacob walked across the dining room and went through the same door that Shaw had.
I quickly got up and looked around. I rushed to one of the nearby dressers and opened the drawers one at a time. There were just cloths and silverware: forks, spoons, and knives. I pocketed one of the knives just in case. The blade was small, surely not lethal enough to kill a man, but it was better than nothing.
I returned to the door, ensured it was still unlocked, then waited on my feet. Eventually, the door across the room opened. Shaw came out holding a bottle wrapped in cloth. Jacob followed soon after, nothing in his hands. Shaw set the bottle on the table.
“Here’s your wine,” he said. “How much are you willing to pay for it?”
I edged closer. “That’s a white?”
Shaw took down the cloth, but the dark bottle hid the color of the contents inside. “Come look for yourself.” He pulled off the stopper.
I edged closer. It was clear that neither had immediate access to a large weapon like a sword, but a couple of deadly weapons could’ve been stashed just in the other room.
I thought for a moment. I could deal with that.
I sensed movement as I reached for the bottle. I glanced at the stairs leading out of the dining room and saw another man casually coming down them wielding a sword. It caught the candlelight and gleamed as he lifted it in my direction.
“Stay where you are,” he said. He was overweight with dark hair that was just starting to gray. “I’m just here to help the deal move along smoothly.”
I lifted my hands and backed away from him. The presence of mana assaulted my senses, dark energy in the form of a powerful essence, presumably in one of his pockets. This hefty one would be the one who gave me the most trouble.
“This is your house, I assume.” I spoke calmly.
I was relieved I had finally caught not only Shaw but one of the dark mages he was in business with. The king would be pleased, might even call off the rest of my punishment.
Holding up the sword seemed to strain him quickly as a bead of sweat ran down the side of his face. He put himself between me and the front door, then turned the lock.
“Yes, and this will be the only time you visit,” he threatened, then let down the sword. “You came here to buy some white wine, but all I had was red. You liked the taste of it so much that you left all your coin here. If you tell anyone that something else happened here, you will be found and punished. Trust me on that. We are everywhere. You will be found. There are others who have tried to involve the guards, and they were made to disappear, permanently. Do you understand me, young man? This could be a smooth transaction, or it could be the end of your life. Seeing as how it’s not even your coin that you’ll be losing, there’s really only one answer to give.”
I knew he was telling the truth that other victims had gone to the guards. Word had even reached the king about the terror these dark mages and their consorts had inflicted on many people in Newhaven. I didn’t know what happened to these people. The king didn’t tell me or the other sorcerers everything.
I looked behind me. I hadn’t heard Jacob leave the room, but he was coming back now with a tiny hand ax in one hand and a small hammer in the other. He started to hand the hammer to Shaw, but Shaw reached over and grabbed the hand ax instead. Neither tool was designed for fighting, each far too small, but both were more deadly than the small blade in my pocket.
“Set all the coins you have on the table,” Shaw ordered.
I didn’t like the positioning, two of them on one side of me and the dark mage on the other, but all I had to do now was get out of here.
They thought themselves to be wise, scaring me into an agreement for wine so that I had no evidence against them, but Shaw luring me into the house of a dark mage was all the evidence the king needed.
It wasn’t Shaw himself who threatened the king and the kingdom he ruled over. It was men like the one standing between me and my escape. These dark mages were planning something, and they were using men with corrupted morals like Shaw and his friend to see their plan to fruition.
I had no doubt Cason Clay was involved. He was said to be more powerful than all the other sorcerers of dteria. He was the one who had recruited the one hundred soldiers and sorcerers from Rohaer who we’d intercepted in the forest. This small army was supposed to meet Cason in Koluk and help him take the city by force. One who we’d taken prisoner had eventually talked. Cason wasn’t finished, not even close. He wanted all of Lycast, not just Koluk.
This was a good first step—finding the house of a dark mage. I made sure to memorize the man’s beady eyes and double chin as I started to plan my escape around him, but his confident stare was starting to irk me. I was certainly not the first person he had coerced into handing over his coin. The gall of these dark mages. Nothing scared them anymore. Threatening someone in his own home demonstrated just how far his mind had gone because of the dteria.
Had they any idea what I was capable of, they would’ve planned this very differently. They were giving me far too much space right now as I held up my hands.
“I’m not going to ask again,” Shaw said. “Take out your coins.”




CHAPTER TWO

“Why the hell are you smiling?” Shaw demanded.
“Because you set a trap for a mouse, but you just caught a wolf.” I threw the dinner knife at the dark mage. He screamed as it stuck into his arm, and the sword dropped out of his hands.
I ran for it, but he swept his hand in my direction and a thick sheet of clear energy slammed into me. I was ready, however, hardening my body and mana to resist it, but the force of the spell still stopped me for a breath.
The dark mage stepped on the sword as I grabbed it. He cast the Dislodge spell again, throwing me back, but my grip on the sword was too strong as I took the weapon with me from under his foot, dislodging him onto his ass.
I swept my hand to the side, rolling the rotund man out of the way of the door with a strong push of my dvinia.
“He’s a dark mage!” he yelled as he rolled.
I knew I didn’t have time to unlock the door and open it before Shaw and Jacob got to me, but I at least threw the lock open before I spun around to face the two large men.
Shaw came at me first with the small ax. I ducked as he struck the door behind me.
Jacob swung the hammer at my ducked head, forcing me to roll toward the long table at the center of the room.
Jacob helped the dark mage up as Shaw pulled the ax out from the door. The three of them faced me, all blocking my exit.
I didn’t mind so much. I had gotten myself a sword.
“He’s no dark mage,” Shaw said. “We would’ve come across him before now.”
“Didn’t you just see him cast?” the dark mage retorted as he yanked the dinner knife out of his arm and set it down on a dresser. Then he fixed his silk shirt to cover his exposed belly and held his hand over his bleeding wound.
“Who are you?” Shaw asked me.
“Someone who’s going to make your lives much worse if you don’t let me out of here.”
“If he is a dark mage,” Jacob said, “then he’s rogue. Cason would pay well for his death.”
So that was why all the dark mages seemed to be working with one another. They either supported Cason or died.
“One thing’s clear,” Shaw said. “He never cared about the white wine. He’s here for us.”
“All the more reason to kill him.”
Jacob rushed me.
I threw the man back with a wide force of dvinia. He yelled out in shock as he landed on his rump and slid across the floor, his back banging against the door.
“This is your last warning,” I said. “You will let me leave, or I will have to do more than just defend myself.”
“Kill him, Greg,” the dark mage said.
“You kill him.”
The dark mage stepped toward me confidently, showing me a mean look. He probably thought himself to be ten times stronger than he really was.
He made a circular motion with both hands. A clear sheet of mana transformed into dteria and arced out from his body to come around behind me. I tried to brace myself, but it caught me before I was completely ready. I instantly knew I had underestimated this mage. I had never seen that kind of control over the dark energy before.
His dteria forced me to stumble forward toward all three enemies. With me unable to stop myself, Shaw swiped at me with the ax. I swung back with my sword at the same time, knocking his weapon out of his hand. I still couldn’t stop myself before running into Jacob and the hammer he was about to swing, so I lowered my shoulder and increased my momentum instead.
Only his wrist hit me in the back as I took him off the floor and slammed him into the door. I felt the hammer fall out of his hands and roll down my back. I was about to stab him in his thigh, but another force of energy tossed me to the side.
I tried to steady myself by grabbing a dresser as I stumbled into it, but I accidentally kicked it and spun around. I had to drop my sword to catch myself as I fell onto my hands.
The dark mage swept the weapon across the floor with another spell.
Damn, my sword.
Shaw and Jacob picked up their own weapons and rushed me as I was starting to get up.
I saw the bloody dinner knife had fallen from the dresser. I grabbed it and motioned like I would throw, both men stopping and turning their shoulders inward as they protected their faces. It gave me enough time to prepare another spell. I used this one to throw Shaw onto the dining table.
Jacob ran at me right after. I leaned back to avoid his hammer strike, then ducked under the next one and countered by stabbing the dinner knife into his leg.
He screamed as he fell to a knee.
The dark mage was rushing toward me with the sword in both hands. I casted Expel at his knee, a firm punch of my mana condensed into energy. Like dteria, dvinia was unfortunately soft, cushiony. It couldn’t do much damage on its own. But both energies were extremely durable, and the force behind my spell was strong, knocking the dark mage off gait. His last steps toward me were stumbles. I moved out of the way of the flailing sword and threw him by his silk shirt into a dresser that exploded beneath his massive body.
He fell among the splintering wood with a loud groan. Jacob pulled the knife from his leg and threw it at me, but I put up a shield of dvinia.
The spinning blade struck the small wall of energy in front of me and slowed as if flung into water. It still hit me, but not with nearly enough strength to do any damage. I bent down and picked it up as Shaw came at me with his little ax.
I motioned as if I would cast at Shaw. Predictably, he tensed as he turned to prepare for the spell, but I did not cast at all. Shaw was clearly shocked, and it was too late for him to strike me with his ax or stop his forward momentum as I jabbed the knife into the top of his arm.
He screamed and still attempted to bury the small ax into my neck. I ducked under it and created some distance, moving toward the center of the room. He cried out in pain as he pulled the knife from his arm.
Jacob grabbed hold of the table to help himself up. “What if it’s not dark energy he’s using?”
“What else…?” The dark mage cursed. “You’re right. It’s him.” He pointed at me. “That’s dvinia he’s using, or I would’ve felt the dteria. This is the bladedancer!”
“How can you be sure?” Shaw asked.
“Because how many bladedancers have you heard of?” shouted the dark mage.
“Could just be dvinia,” Shaw said. “Haven’t seen him wield a sword.”
“How many wizards have you heard of either? There’s only one, and it’s him!” The dark mage was panting in between words. “The bastard’s destroying my house as well! Kill him! Kill him already!” Rage had clearly gotten the better of him, spit escaping his mouth as he spoke.
There had to be some way these dark mages were getting information about me. The other seven sorcerers and I had agreed to a binding oath to protect the king, but I wondered if someone could’ve found a way around the contract of ordia and now was a danger to the king. I didn’t know much about ordia generally, just that there were rules to it that seemed different than the other magical arts.
Whoever betrayed us needed to be found out, and soon. We had enough to worry about even if I could trust everyone who appeared to be an ally.
“This can all be over,” I said. “Come with me for questioning now. If you cooperate, I will allow your attacks against me to be ignored in your sentencing.”
Shaw pointed the dinner knife at me as he cursed the idea of cooperating. Then he pushed Jacob. “Go around. Get behind him.”
Jacob started around the other end of the table as he watched me carefully. I had no weapon left. The sword, which I very much wanted, was in the bloodied hands of the dark mage.
“Just approach him slowly,” Shaw told Jacob.
Shaw dropped the dinner knife, took the sword out of the dark mage’s hands, and started creeping toward me. Jacob did as well, from my other side.
“He can’t keep throwing us both back,” Shaw said. “T, pin him.”
The dark mage, sweating and panting, made a face of concentration. A barrier of the clear energy pushed my shoulder, inching me toward the wall. I hardened my mana to resist, but the mage was putting everything he had into the wrestling match.
“Now!” Shaw yelled.
Jacob ran around the long table as Shaw came at me from the other side. I dropped down to escape beneath the barrier of dteria pressing my torso against the wall, then dove under the table.
Shaw came after me headfirst. He was about to stab me with the sword when I kicked him in the mouth.
Still under the table, I could see Jacob’s feet changing directions to come around the other side. I prepared my spell, aimed, then slammed his shins with energy. He fell forward, slapping the ground with both hands as his face struck the hardwood floor as well. He let out a satisfying shriek as he rolled over, his hands covering his face.
Shaw, teeth bloody, tried to stab around my foot, but I kept kicking his hand back. Eventually he dropped the long sword and grabbed my shoe with both hands, then yanked me toward him. He grabbed my shirt and partially climbed on top of my legs.
He started to get his hands around my throat, but I got my palm underneath his torso and cast Expel upward. He shot up a foot and slammed his head against the bottom of the table. Shaw cursed up a storm as he came down to my side while grabbing his head. I took the chance to get out from under the table, grabbing the sword along the way, but I had to scurry back under to avoid the dinner knife stabbing at my head.
The dark mage tried to stab my leg as I darted away, but I got under the table cleanly. Shaw grabbed me from behind, his arms around my neck. I reached back and found his eye with one of my thumbs. As soon as I started to push, he let go of me and reeled back with more cursing.
The dark mage was showing his double chin as he leaned down in hopes of stabbing me, but a quick kick to his nose knocked him on his back.
I looked around for the sword, but it had been pushed away, so I grabbed the dinner knife next to the dark mage instead. He tried to grab me as he was getting up, but I pricked his hand.
“Bastard!” he cursed.
Soon I was the first one on his feet. Jacob was up next, the table between us. Blood ran out of one nostril as he seethed at me, the hammer in hand. I noticed something out the window and took a quick glance.
There stood Burda, gaping in horror. She must’ve followed us.
“Get the guards!” I yelled to her.
She darted away. Jacob cried out in anger as he slowly climbed onto the table and lumbered toward me. It was hammer against knife, but I had dvinia on my side. And unlike the sweaty dark mage still cursing at me, I still had plenty of stamina left.
I used Expel to hurl Jacob off the table. He flew into a wall, shattering a tall mirror framed in bronze.
“You idiot!” yelled the dark mage. “That cost me five gold coins!”
Jacob was especially slow getting up this time. He cursed at the dark mage as he pulled a shard of glass out of his shoulder.
There was so much cursing between the three of them that I couldn’t hear myself think.
“The guards are coming!” I yelled over them. “Give up.”
“You will die!” the dark mage said furiously as he slammed a sheet of dteria into me.
But he wasn’t nearly as strong as he thought himself to be now that he was so tired. I stood my ground as I pushed against it, my mana shielding me.
“Kill him!” the dark mage yelled.
Shaw crawled out from under the table wielding the ax, but I just tossed him away with Expel. The dark mage tried to knock me over with his dteria once more, but I stood tall.
Then the dark mage fell to a knee in exhaustion.
Shaw looked as if he would charge me again, but I brandished the dinner knife, and his expression showed defeat. He dropped the ax.
“It’s over,” he said. “We’ll cooperate.”
“I’m with Greg,” Jacob said, blood staining both sleeves of his coat. “It’s over.”
“Cason will kill you both!” the dark mage told them between wheezing breaths.
“You’re the one who couldn’t stand against the bladedancer,” Shaw argued as I went to the door to open it.
Two guards arrived, both men much older than me with their swords drawn. Burda was hustling over behind them. They all slowed when they saw my calm demeanor.
“It’s over. They’re cooperating with the arrest.”
The guards hesitantly entered and surveyed the scene. Most of the chairs were turned over, the table askew. Remnants of the broken dresser sat in a pile near the door. The shattered mirror was scattered around Jacob. All the men were bloody except me. The dark mage was pulling himself up from the floor, using the table for support.
Burda stuck her head in as the guards approached Jacob and Shaw with ropes. The men held out their hands begrudgingly.
“How did you fight all three of them on your own?” Burda asked me.
“I’m a sorcerer,” I told her. “These men are suspected of corruption.”
“So you were just fooling them earlier?”
“That’s right. You should get home. It’s past curfew.”
I was looking forward to getting back to my own bed as soon as I could. I had stayed out past the two hours necessary for my punishment, but the king was a fair man. I figured he would offer me some leniency and allow me to sleep in, perhaps even rid me of this pointless punishment after I had done so well tonight.
Burda seemed stunned as she looked at me. I left her alone so I could assist the two guards in cuffing the three criminals.
I was disappointed to see she was waiting outside the dark mage’s home by the time we got them through the door. I gave the dark mage’s key to one of the two guards when I was done locking the door, but I kept his sword with me just in case there was trouble along the way.
“Your cooperation will go a long way,” I reminded the three of them.
“Cason is going to have your head, Jon Oklar,” said the dark mage.
I had already assumed they’d figured out my identity, but to hear my whole name spoken sent a needle down my spine.
“You can start cooperating by telling me how you know my name.”
“I’m not saying anything unless I have a deal from the king himself.”
Shaw spoke up from ahead of us. “You’re not making a deal without involving us.”
“You can shut up,” the dark mage replied. “You’ve been nothing but useless since you were a guard, and you’re even more useless now.”
Burda came up to my side. “So your name is Jon Oklar?”
“Go home,” I urged her. “It’s not safe for you here.”
“I will soon. You work for the king?”
I looked around, fearing an impending ambush. But I took a breath and reminded myself that we had caught these three without any enemy knowing. We should be fine.
“Yes,” I answered her.
“Will he do anything about Red, the tavernkeep you met? He doesn’t force men to leave when they touch me. He doesn’t even scold them.”
“I do plan to speak to the king about that, but we are dealing with a rebellion. Is there any other place you can work?”
“No, my family doesn’t have coin to spare while I look for another job.”
I pulled out my coin purse and started to open it, but she closed her hand over it.
“That’s not the point. Something needs to be done about Red.”
I nodded as I put my coin purse away. “Even if the king doesn’t do something, I promise I will as soon as I can.”
“How long might it be?”
“A few days,” I said, too tired to think of a plan clearly right now.
A pained look went across her face. It reminded me of the look on Aliana when she described the harassment she’d endured at the same place as this girl.
The guard at the front yelled out, “Move, young woman. Go to the other side of the street.”
I looked ahead at a very familiar girl headed straight toward us.
“Greda?” I asked. “What are you doing here?” She worked at the Enchanted Devices shop. There should be no reason for her to be out here right now, past curfew.
“Move,” said the guard again, gesturing for her to step aside.
Greda stopped right in front of him, forcing him to come to a stop as well.
Greda wasn’t speaking…and she was taller than usual….
My heart dropped. I knew what this meant.
“Run Burda!” I yelled as I readied my sword.
“Why?” she asked.
“Get out of here now!” I commanded. “It’s an illusionist.”
A man’s voice came out of Greda’s mouth. “This man is familiar to me.” The illusionist pointed at me.
The guards let go of Shaw and Jacob and took out their swords.
“It’s him, sir,” the dark mage said. “The bladedancer.”
Sir? Was this Cason Clay, right here before us?
The image of Greda’s face and hair morphed into that of a man. The light blonde hair shrank until it covered only the top of his head, the hue darkening. Greda’s cute, round face elongated. A light beard sprouted around the mouth, covering a pointed chin. The dark eyes didn’t change, making me realize that they were Cason’s from the beginning. He had a menacing look that was casual as well, as if the scene before him would require a great physical intervention and yet he wasn’t so much in the mood.
“Burda, get out of here now!” I demanded.
She finally took off running.
“You will free these men now,” Cason said.
“Who are you?” the lead guard asked.
“Isn’t it obvious?”
“Cason.” The brave guard dashed at the most wanted criminal with his sword, but Cason lifted his hand, and the guard rose into the air.
I had never seen such a spell. Cason must’ve encircled the man with dteria and forced the clear energy up, hoisting the man up with it. The amount of power it took was far beyond anything I could do with my mana.
The other guard and I charged. Cason made a shooing motion toward me. A thick sheet of clear energy shot out from his hand and picked me up. I had been thrown by dteria plenty of times before, but this was different. I kept rising higher, the energy still intact, as it carried me into the sky. Finally it dispersed, but my momentum carried me on until I slowly came to a peak and started to fall.
Terror consumed me when I looked down and saw just how high I was. Up past the two-story houses around me, I was going to break something for sure.
The ground came at me fast. I did the only thing I could think to do. I casted Expel right beneath me and held it as strongly as I could. The energy was soft, like a mattress. It would be a lot better to land on than the hard dirt of the street.
I didn’t know what happened exactly, but suddenly I was on the ground with aching pain across my entire front side, including my face. I felt weak, hurt, like I didn’t have the strength to stand up. A flash of memory came back to me. I had broken through my barrier of mana, the dvinia shattering from the force of my body pushing through it. However, it must have slowed me because I didn’t think anything was broken, though I was in too much pain everywhere to tell for sure.
I looked up to see Cason holding both guards suspended in the air. He walked up to the closest one and grabbed the man’s shin. He held out his other hand, and Shaw walked over to allow Cason to place it on his shoulder.
The guard screamed as if in great pain, but soon it was over. Shaw stepped aside and let Jacob take his place. The guard screamed again, and that’s when I realized what I was witnessing. Cason wasn’t just a dark mage. He was a warlock, draining the life from the guard to heal the injuries of his men.
Soon it was the dark mage’s turn. By then, the guard had passed out, and I feared he would die from this one.
“No!” I yelled as I forced myself up, only to put too much weight on my right foot and collapse. Something was severely wrong with my ankle.
Cason finished healing the dark mage and let the guard drop lifelessly to the ground. The other guard continued to squirm in the air as I heard a woman shriek from behind me. I looked back to see Burda. She had not gotten far.
“Run!” I yelled again.
She did run, but it was toward me.
“Don’t!” I yelled. “Get out of here!”
She tried to lift me up, but I was too heavy for her.
“Go, dammit!” I screamed. “Go!”
Cason walked toward us. He let the guard drop as he passed by. “Keep him from running,” he told his healed men, and they held swords up to him.
I needed time to heal myself, but Cason would be upon me in a moment.
I pushed Burda back. “Run!” I yelled for the last time.
She let go of my arms and bolted away.
Cason bent down. I was about to throw him back with dvinia and heal myself as quickly as I could. There was one problem with that plan, though. It wouldn’t buy me enough time.
“Anything broken, Jon?” he asked.
I didn’t answer as I stared up at him.
He ground his foot on my injured ankle, ripping a scream out of my throat as my bones splintered inside my skin.
It felt like ages passed before he finally took his foot off.
“You’re lucky,” Cason told me. “A fall from that height could’ve killed you.”
“He probably used dvinia to slow his fall,” said the dark mage. “He’s stronger with it than you thought.”
“How strong?” Cason asked the overweight man. “Stronger than you?”
“No,” he said. “But close.”
“Then he is still weak, and with an ankle broken this badly he will be useless for a while. Leon cannot mend broken bones.” Cason looked into my eyes. “You’re lucky I have a use for you, Jon. You will give a message to the king. Tell him there’s only one way to keep the people of this city safe. He is to forfeit the castle to me by tomorrow evening. He will do so by putting down the drawbridge and exiting with all of his soldiers and sorcerers. The castle workers are to remain. They will serve me now, as will your king. You will tell him this, and I promise, I promise that fewer people will die by the time this is over.”
I nodded.
“Byron Lawson is to return to Tryn where he belongs,” Cason added. “He will be hearing from someone shortly with instructions. Failure to comply will result in the death of everyone the king cares about, including many citizens of Newhaven who want nothing to do with this war. I am merely trying to save their lives.”
Cason turned around and walked back to the captured guard, who was shaking with fear.
“I expect you to quit your service unless you wish to end up like him.” Cason pointed at the guard lying in the middle of the street. “And you will tell the other guards what happened here, or I will come for you and any family you may have.”
The man nodded.
Cason and his three loyal men took their leave. I wasn’t sure I would be able to heal my broken ankle, but the prone guard—if he was still alive—needed my help first. I got up and hopped over to him as quickly as I could while the other guard checked his pulse.
I crouched down over the man and put my hands on his chest and back. Cason may know my name, but he didn’t seem to realize that not only had I learned the heal spell with uF, and F, but recently I had taught myself to add the lower octave of lF to the spell, increasing its power exponentially.
It drained my mana and stamina like nothing else, however.
I casted the three notes together into this man’s body. I didn’t know where he needed healing, but the heart seemed like the best place to start. If casting Expel was like throwing a heavy rock, then casting Heal was like trying to heave a boulder that I could barely get off the ground. But Heal was even worse, because I had to maintain the spell for it to do any good, like holding the boulder up with steady hands, yet all the pressure was on my mind.
In the case where there was no injury for my mana to find, however, the strain was somewhere in between the two.
“What are you doing?” asked the guard.
“Nothing,” I said as I stopped.
“He’s gone.”
I nodded. “Did you know him?”
“No.”
Someone did, perhaps a wife, a child. I stopped myself as I looked down the street at Cason and the others walking away casually. I figured the overweight dark mage would return to his house for some belongings and then we wouldn’t find him there again. He would go into hiding—wherever Cason was staying in the capital. Shaw and Jacob would be with them.
I had thought Cason was still in Koluk, plotting, but that seemed to be over now. I would’ve liked to think that his whole plan was sending someone to convince the king to give up his castle, but I was not so naive. When that failed, which it would, he would take action.
The guard offered his hand to help me up. “I can make sure you get back to the castle, but then I’m quitting. I have a family to worry about. You’re young. You might want to think about doing the same.”
“I can make it back on my own,” I told the man scornfully.
He looked insulted as he took back his hand. “Don’t be prideful. You saw what he can do. The king has no one who can stand up to that kind of sorcery.”
“You don’t know that.”
“It doesn’t matter anyway. Rohaer will come for Lycast, eventually,” the man added. “It’s better if Nykal gives up. Many lives will be saved.”
“If that’s what you think, then why did you join as a guard? You pledged to protect the kingdom, and now you quit.”
“I will protect my family and myself first, and the kingdom second. I won’t be the only one who quits after tonight.”
I got up on my one foot, tired of him talking down at me. “You will take the body of this man to Byron Lawson and tell him what happened. Let him decide what you are to say about this event. Then you can quit.”
“Who are you to give me an order?”
“Didn’t you hear them? I’m Jon Oklar, the king’s sorcerer.”
“A lot of good you did against Cason, sorcerer.” He gestured at my ankle. “And a lot of good you’ll do now, as the rest of those who fight will die for their stubborn king.”
“Take the body back. Drag it if you are too weak to carry it.”
“Yeah, yeah.” He hoisted the dead guard up over his shoulder and started walking off.
I waited for him to turn away from me before I sat back down.
Byron Lawson was a man I still hadn’t met personally, but he had employed my father for many years in the city of Tryn, where Byron was the lord and my father worked as his head guard. Now Byron was the head guard here in the capital, assigned to the important role because the king trusted him. I looked forward to speaking with him about my late father, though I was certain when we finally did meet, there would be more important matters to discuss.
I had never healed anything besides scrapes and one very deep cut my fellow sorcerer Reuben had suffered to his leg. It would’ve taken his life had I not intervened. He’d been a lot nicer to me since then, though still arrogant and haughty at times.
My ankle was definitely broken, but I was too frightened from this encounter with Cason for the pain to really get to me right now. I didn’t want to admit to myself that the guard was right about many things.
I tried not to think about it as I casted Heal on myself. The agony of the spell mending my bone tore another scream out of my throat, forcing me to stop.
Damn, this is going be horrible.
I took a few deep breaths and started the spell again.




CHAPTER THREE

Home. It was a word that had meant one thing to me a month ago and something else now.
Home used to be with my father, in Bhode, a town most people here in Newhaven had not heard of. I could almost see his bearded face as I groggily made the walk back to the castle.
“Jon” was all he’d say when I’d done wrong. Just my name. “Jon.” He’d let his eyes remind me of what I knew.
“I’m sorry,” I wanted to tell him. “But I don’t regret it. I don’t regret coming here.”
I expected him to disapprove of me putting myself in danger. I expected him to shake his head at me and say my name again.
He did not.
He watched me instead. No, he looked after me.
I knew it was my sleep-deprived mind blessing me with a waking dream, but I felt tears in my eyes.
“You should’ve brought me back here years ago,” I told my father. “A healer could’ve saved your life if we were here when you became sick.”
But how many healers had I met who could cure such a sickness? I wasn’t sure I could do it, even after I had learned the most powerful variation of the spell Heal.
“Do you blame me for a lack of prescience?” my father asked me, his question leading somewhere.
“No.”
“Weren’t we happy in Bhode?”
Bored, I wanted to say, but in truth that was rare. Our sword fights kept us busy when we weren’t gathering, hunting, and cooking. We also helped our neighbors in return for some much-needed coin every now and again. My father had earned a lot from his time as head guard in Tryn, but much of that had gone toward purchasing the house and the belongings within.
I didn’t want to think about how I now owned that house in Bhode. I had contemplated selling it before leaving, but I wanted someplace to return to, in case things became dire during my trip south. Besides, I wouldn’t have felt safe traveling with all that coin, and that was assuming someone would buy the house. The people in my hometown weren’t known for buying or selling property.
“You blame someone,” my father said. “If not me, then who?”
Myself.
I knew he would console me if I said it aloud. I didn’t want that. I wanted to be miserable, at least for this moment. It felt like I deserved it.
“Jon,” he said, and let his eyes do the lecturing.
I looked at him for a long while, knowing this might be the last time I saw him.
He was right. I shouldn’t blame myself.
“I miss you, Father.”
I blinked, and he was gone.
I’d made it to the castle. The drawbridge was down, two guards standing before it, one with a horn latched to his belt. He would sound the instrument at first sign of an attack, and the drawbridge would close. That was only if I didn’t come home first. It would stay closed for the night after I passed through.
Home. This was my home now.
But it wasn’t really. It was where I ate and trained. It was where I had my own large quarters. It was where the king lived, with his daughter and wife, and where my peers slept and trained. It was the most important place to me in the world right now, but it wasn’t my home.
“You’re late,” complained one of the guards.
I didn’t want to give them the reason for my tardiness. I couldn’t speak the words more than once, and I would have to deliver the news to the king’s councilman.
I trudged past them as one gave the signal to close the drawbridge. The deafening sound drowned out my gloomy thoughts for a short time as I crossed through the portcullis and into the grand courtyard.
Last night, I’d asked the king why he would station two guards and leave the drawbridge open for me to return. Why not close it after I left the castle?
His reply had made me realize that my lack of sleep was starting to affect my ability to think.
“In case you encounter more trouble than you can handle and need to flee back to the castle.”
He clearly hadn’t forgotten about the threats that lurked in the city, but he didn’t know just how close some of these threats had become.
I also had a sense that the king wanted to lure out our hidden enemies. An open drawbridge with a couple of guards could be seen as bait, but Cason seemed to know that. Rather than take the bait, he’d demanded we leave willingly.
As much as I wanted to enter the apartments, where my peers were sound asleep with no idea what had happened tonight, I needed to tell Barrett Edgar about Cason. I headed toward the keep next to the apartments. The guard there unlocked the door for me.
With all three hearths lit at night, the ground floor of the keep always felt like an oven. I walked up the stairs to the second floor and followed the light down one hall. The king was probably asleep, but the councilman was always up late.
I eventually made it to his room to find him writing at his desk. He stopped and looked at me.
“What happened, Jon?” Barrett was a middle-aged man with a gray beard, but his moustache was still black.
“I encountered Cason.”
Barrett bolted out of his chair. “Where?”
“He’s gone back into hiding, I’m sure. It took me too long to get here when he was done.”
“Done with what? What happened?”
I was too tired for this, but it had to be said. I told him everything, starting with entering the tavern in hopes of entrapping Shaw. I went on to briefly describe the battle against three of them: Shaw, the man who called himself Jacob, and the overweight dark mage. Then I told Barrett about the arresting guards and the following confrontation with Cason, all the gruesome details included. It was difficult to get the words out by then, but I found the strength to inform the councilman of the ultimatum that Cason had delivered to me.
“He says we must forfeit the castle to him by tomorrow evening by letting down the drawbridge and exiting with all our soldiers and sorcerers. Also, Byron Lawson is to return to Tryn, where he will be hearing from someone with instructions.”
I wasn’t sure I should add the last line. It didn’t seem necessary for anyone to hear, even the king, because I knew we would not comply. But Barrett seemed to sense I was holding something in.
“What else, Jon?”
I sighed. “He said that failure to comply will result in the death of everyone the king cares about, including many citizens of Newhaven who want nothing to do with this war.”
“Everyone the king cares about, as in his family?”
“He didn’t specify, sir. That was all he said. After he left, I tried to save the guard whose life he’d drained, but it was too late. I told the other guard to take his body to Byron and follow whatever order Byron had for him.”
“That was good on your part.”
“But I fear he might’ve disobeyed. He’d openly told me he was discontinuing service after what he’d seen.” I paused. “I never got his name.”
“We will look into it. Don’t worry yourself anymore with this. I will speak to the king in the morning. You should rest.”
I expected him to tell me this punishment was over now. I gave him a longing look.
“Jon, I don’t have the authority to end your punishment.”
I let out my breath. “I understand the point of it, but circumstances have changed since he issued it a week ago. I need my sleep to better train…and fight.”
“Again, I don’t have the power.”
“Will you at least speak to him tomorrow on my behalf?”
“I will, but don’t expect him to change his mind. He was livid when you used his daughter against him.”
Yeah, I remember.
*****
I awoke with a startle. “Jon, you’re having a nightmare! Wake up!” It was Aliana’s voice through the wall as she pounded on it.
For a moment, I thought I might have dreamed the whole encounter. But no. It had happened. Cason killed a man tonight.
I’d just relived Greda changing into Cason and a few other details I didn’t care to remember now.
“Thank you!” I shouted into the wall. “I’m fine.”
“I’m coming over.”
“I’m fine,” I repeated.
She didn’t reply.
Soon there was a knock on my door.
I took my extra blanket from the chair and wrapped it around me. Cold nights these days, winter had begun. But I was used to far colder than this and didn’t need the extra blanket while sleeping.
I unlocked the door and opened it. I could only make out Aliana’s silhouette. She stepped in and waited for me to close the door. I could see she had her arms around her to protect herself from the cold.
“Here,” I said as I offered the blanket around me.
“Thank you.” She took it.
I got back in bed, sitting up with the covers around me. She surprised me when she climbed up after me and sat close. I knew she wasn’t interested in me, as she had made that abundantly clear, so what was this about?
“What happened tonight?” she asked.
“Nothing.” I didn’t want to scare her—or myself, frankly—when we both needed to go back to sleep. She could find out tomorrow…when the king had a plan. All of this would sound better coming from him.
Aliana give an irritated sigh. “You were shouting, ‘Run! Run! You have to run!’ I know you were supposed to be trailing Gregory Shaw today, and he used to visit Red’s Tavern when he was still a guard.” Her voice was tense.
I knew what she was really saying. Shaw was one of the people who’d harassed her while she worked there.
I wished I could tell her that he, along with a dark mage, had been brought back to the castle to be questioned and imprisoned. It would’ve been the case had Cason not intervened.
“Jon,” she said forcefully. “I know how much you need to sleep. We all do. Just tell me what happened so I can say what I need to.”
I didn’t understand what she needed to say, but she was right. I was too tired to play games.
“I ran into Cason Clay tonight. I had captured Shaw, one of his cohorts, and a dark mage, but Cason intervened. He killed one of the guards who was with me and let another go under the assumption the guard would quit and tell others what had happened, and unfortunately I think the guard will do what Cason wants. Others might quit as well.” I paused in case she wanted to interrupt, but she said nothing.
“Cason’s men were able to figure out who I was because of my skill with dvinia. It confirms what we suspected. They’ve had some way of gathering information about us. It seems to have stopped some time ago, however, because he wasn’t aware I could heal myself. My ankle was broken, so he figured I would be useless for a while, but I managed to heal it and walk back.”
Just louder than a murmur, she asked, “Did you try to run and that’s why you were screaming?”
“No, I was telling someone else to run. There was a girl there about our age. I watched Shaw and his friend harass her in the tavern before all this happened.”
“And Red did nothing to stop it,” Aliana added. “Right?”
“Right. She followed me afterward. She saw me fighting with them later and fetched the guards. She was still with us when Cason arrived, but she did run eventually.”
There was a moment of silence. I couldn’t see Aliana’s face to read her expression. She was just a shadow of hair and blanket.
“What did you need to say?” I asked.
“That I’m here for you. We all are. I think you forget it, or maybe you’re just too worried about protecting us to think of yourself. I know none of us are as powerful as you with sorcery yet, but we are trying just as hard. And we care just as much. You’re not here to protect us. We’re all here to protect the kingdom, and now each other.”
“I know,” I said.
“Then you seem to forget.” Her tone was friendly.
I appreciated her words. Yes, I was stronger than the others, for now—so the king had relied upon me, and I had relied upon myself even more than the king did—but it wouldn’t be that way for long. During the last week especially, all of my peers had made great progress. I had no control over the elements, but Remi made fire, Kataleya water, and Michael wind. They were strong mages now. Both Michael and Kataleya could even knock over a grown man with their mana, while Remi could burn one alive.
Additionally, Aliana was a good shot with the bow now. She’d learned incredibly fast, surprising me more each day. And I wouldn’t soon forget about her tracking skill. Her ability to use earth to sense weight and movement on the ground could be more valuable to our cause than my skill with dvinia. We were lucky she had been recruited by Barrett.
Aliana’s tone became serious. “At least tell me this punishment of yours is over now?”
“I have to wait until I speak with the king tomorrow to find out.”
She sighed. “Then you really ought to get back to sleep.” She moved off the bed. “You’re safe here. We all are.”
After she left, though, I got up and locked my door just to be sure.




CHAPTER FOUR

The typical nature of the next morning actually put me at ease. A manservant woke me up by unlocking my door and entering with my breakfast. I ate it sleepily as he stood at the door and said nothing. Then he collected the empty plate and watched me until I had gathered my clothes for my morning bath. It was to ensure I did not go back to sleep. The only difference today was that he left a pouch containing forty silver coins on the dresser near my bed.
The day of our weekly payment was actually yesterday. It was concerning that the king had taken an extra day to pay us. He didn’t seem like the type of man to forget. I was, however, very forgetful these days. Even though I had spoken to Michael yesterday about what we might do with the coin, I had later forgotten the king was supposed to give us our stipend.
Neither of us had any exciting plans with the coin, however. We still hadn’t spent all that we’d received the day after we came back from the forest, when we’d fought the dark mages from Rohaer, and I had spent the night in a prison cell.
I assumed most of the other sorcerers-in-training hadn’t used up all their coin either, except maybe Charlie. He was always leaving the castle and coming back with materials for his various projects.
I bathed in the boys’ bathhouse like I did every morning. Recently, however, I had to be quick about it so that I wasn’t tempted to relax and possibly fall asleep in the warm water of the tub. As soon as I was done, I was to leave the apartments for the rest of the day. As part of my punishment, I was not permitted to return to my room, where I might sneak in some sleep. However, my training required the use of a vibmtaer, which meant it was better done indoors where I could set the device on a table. For that, I had a nice large room in the great hall designated for me, and I was allowed to at least sit during breaks.
It was actually Charlie who ultimately convinced me to change my training routine. The metal mage had gotten into spell theory after our instructor, Leon, gave a lecture about it on the day of our last stipend, a week ago…no, eight days ago.
I stopped on the stairs in the great hall and closed my eyes to steal just a quick moment of standing rest before I started my day. Then I opened them and continued up to my training quarters. It was the same extravagant place where Barrett and Leon had first tested the range of my mana.
I used to enjoy entering the room because of the large windows facing the courtyard. Now, however, I despised this room because there were no curtains. I’d formed a strong dislike toward the sun that I was certain would disappear as soon as I was well-rested again. It assaulted my eyes worse than the time Charlie had dropped his towel accidentally in the bathhouse and bent over to pick it up as I was exiting my bath. I could still see his strangely smooth ass whenever that memory came to my thoughts unbidden.
Fortunately, my mind was still sharp enough to improve each day. Charlie had convinced me to practice the lower octaves. I’d started with the most important one to me, lF, or Lower F. Mastering this single note over the last week was the reason my Heal spell had become so strong.
Later, Charlie had suggested I work on octaves, but I had a different plan in mind. I’d told him that I wanted to memorize the feeling of every note available to me. That way I could cast any spell on the spectrum of mana that I could reach. My range was vast.
“If you’re going to learn every note, you might as well start with octaves,” he’d retorted. “When you’re ready, I believe a few tests will teach us more about mana than Leon has yet.”
Charlie never spoke fondly of our instructor. Perhaps because Leon never spoke fondly of Charlie.
I was glad I’d never promised Charlie I would focus on octaves. After last night, I was eager to empower my spells, not help him experiment.
These days especially, my training was a completely solitary endeavor. Sometimes I was glad for it; the less distractions the better. But often I would look out the window to see the three erto mages training in the courtyard, along with Aliana shooting her bow at the single target available to her. Reuben usually spent his days indoors, and today was no exception. I didn’t know how he practiced ordia, but I didn’t see much of Eden or Charlie either, so I figured all were working hard.
The few times I did catch Reuben on the courtyard were during sword lessons, which Leon seemed to give begrudgingly to only Reuben, Michael, and Remi. Occasionally, Reuben would visit the courtyard to speak with, or possibly flirt with, Kataleya. He’d always seem to arrive when she was taking a break, which made it quite clear he was able to see her practicing from wherever he trained.
While Remi’s fire spells scared me a little, I was often put at ease when I saw Kataleya creating enormous spheres of water even bigger than the hovering fireballs Remi seemed to toy with. Seeing how hard both of the girls worked, always challenging themselves to control more and more of the element they specialized in, usually inspired me to end my break and get back to my own training. Michael, on the other hand, didn’t seem to enjoy the process as much as the rest of us. I often found him leaning against the circular wall of the courtyard when Leon wasn’t around.
Recently I’d been looking forward to meals even more than usual. It was one of the few times during the day I could spend with the other boys, and these moments were usually filled with lots of laughter and loud voices. Even Reuben has loosened up somewhat.
The boys and girls still sat separate from each other, and that seemed to be fine with all of us.
I’d seen Jennava helping various people train in the courtyard, and I’d heard her instructive voice in the great hall at times. The king must’ve convinced her to stay and teach like Leon had said the king would do.
Jennava had come with us back to the castle after the battle in the forest, along with everyone else who had fought. But everyone else had received payment and left, while Jennava had stayed.
I had not seen Calvin and the other sellswords of the Stormeagles in some time. Last I heard, the Stormeagles—along with many other armored soldiers—were looking for signs of Cason Clay. They had been searching in Koluk, however. Soon that would change.
How much was King Nykal spending each day in hopes of keeping the capital safe? I worried he did not have the coin he needed to keep this up much longer.
The other sorcerers in this castle were the only people who were paid a weekly stipend, not for each task. It was for this reason he had relied on us, especially myself, when doling out duties that weren’t exactly dangerous, but weren’t quite safe, either. Something like fetching the krepp, Grufaeragar, from the stockades.
I found myself missing Grufaeragar, though I didn’t know why. He wasn’t pleasant company, but it still felt better having him in the castle than it did with him gone. He had left the day after the battle in the forest, but he did so with the promise that he would convince his fellow krepps that we humans in Lycast were honorable and that our enemies in Rohaer were dishonorable. He’d also excitedly told me that he and other krepps would be back soon to trade with us. I didn’t know exactly what that trade would entail, but it wasn’t my duty to worry about it.
My duty was to train, and so I trained as I started to wake up. After a short while, I heard multiple footsteps on the stairs.
I wiped a sheen of sweat from my forehead. I’m perspiring just from holding my mana at lower frequencies. I really need more rest. The king stepped up onto the last step, and a man I had not seen before came up just behind him.
“Sire,” I said with a bow. “I assume you heard from the councilman about the incident last night?”
“Yes, that is why I’m here. First let me finally introduce you to Byron Lawson.”
Byron was younger than I’d imagined. I’d always pictured him as a mentor to my father because my father had joined his service when he was about my age of eighteen. But Byron was not an old man, not at all. The only gray hair on his head was mixed into his salt-and-pepper beard. He had lush brown hair, a little messy, but it did nothing to detract from his handsome face. He had kind eyes and an approachable smile. If I hadn’t trusted him already from everything my father had said, his friendly demeanor probably would’ve done it alone.
He must’ve been a young man when he started acting as lord of Tryn. Perhaps his father had died young like mine, like Michael’s…and like so many others boys’ fathers, especially given the recent rebellion in Lycast that had led to the coronation of Nykal Lennox.
“It is an honor to meet you,” I said as I bowed in front of Byron.
“Please, Jon,” he said as he stuck out his hand. “I would much prefer a handshake.”
I gladly shook his hand. I used to have so many questions for him about my father. Though after the recent encounter with Cason, my curiosity seemed almost pointless.
My father had kept a few things from me, I’d discovered from Leon, who had actually met my father in Tryn many years ago. Father had never spoken of dark mages or of Leon—a sorcerer who wanted revenge against these dark mages for stealing all his hard-earned coin, yet Leon ended up in prison. It was an interesting story even if I had never met him. There had to be a reason Father had kept it from me when he’d shared many other tales of his work.
He’d also never told me how he wanted the lord of Tryn to do more to stop these dark mages. It was most likely the reason he had decided to leave Tryn with my mother when she was carrying me in her womb. He didn’t trust the lord of Tryn or the king at the time to stop the growing corruption that now infested Lycast…and threatened the good people who lived here, along with the new king.
But I could feel no bitterness toward Byron, who seemed pained as he looked at me. I felt like I knew him. He’d always tried to do the right thing; my father had said this. Even if Byron had been wrong and my father right, I could not hold a grudge against someone for trying their best.
“I’m very sorry we couldn’t meet sooner,” he said.
“The king explained to me how busy you are. It’s not a problem.” With the help of Barrett Edgar, the king’s harbinger and councilman, Byron had been relieving every guard from service who did not agree to the new contract. New men vowing to surveil and protect must first pledge to end the spread of dteria and stop abuse in all forms. Barrett bound each new constable to this pledge through ordia. The seven other sorcerers and I were also bound by a contract of ordia, this one ensuring we’d protect the king against all harm. Apparently, it was possible to act against such a contract, but it required so much willpower that it would have to be the most important thing in the world to violate such an agreement.
It reminded me of the guard who said he would leave service because of his worry for his family. Violating his contract really did involve the most important thing in the world to him—keeping himself and his family safe. I figured Byron had spoken with this man last night, as well as dealt with the body he had delivered. We couldn’t have dead guards lying in the street.
“You did well last night,” King Nykal told me. “What happened after you apprehended those three men was not your fault.”
I lowered my head in gratitude but could not say the words. I still felt like I might’ve been able to do more.
“What’s the plan now, sire?” I asked.
“Cason will be found as soon as he makes himself known. Once we have him, the entire organization of dark mages should crumble. According to Jennava, all of them rely on Cason. There are other dark mages ready to take his place as leader, but none with the same skill of sorcery.”
I wondered if that meant Cason’s plan largely relied upon his strength. There were things he did with dteria that I didn’t know were possible. But dvinia was similar. I figured that meant I might be able to one day lift someone off the ground.
Can I even lift myself? I didn’t see why not. It was just a matter of enclosing the force of mana around my body strongly enough to hold me and then directing the mana upward.
“Are there any leads that might point us toward Cason’s whereabouts?” I asked.
“Many after last night,” the king said. “I expect him to be brought to the castle today if he is not killed outright.”
I wondered if the king’s attitude was just an act, or if he really was not afraid of the warlock.
“Byron and I don’t want you picking any more fights, even if they are with criminals,” Nykal said. “I’ve brought Byron here to choose a safer assignment at night for you because I’m sure you are very tired by now.”
“Sire, will you please consider changing my punishment for these last two days? I need my rest to train and fight.”
“Jon, there are no imminent threats. Cason would need an army to invoke his will on the capital. You stopped those men from reaching him a week ago. The surviving enemies have been questioned. There was a secondary plan to their meeting in Koluk, which we are still weeding out from our prisoners, but whatever it was can no longer happen. Cason and the other dark mages have been stymied. Everyone here in the castle is safe, and if Cason or any of the dark mages try to harm my people, then it will lead to their immediate capture. You will finish out your punishment.”
Was I overreacting in my fear, or was the king underreacting?
I knew the king well enough by now to realize that I couldn’t argue with him. So I brought up something else that was important to me instead.
“Before I coerced Shaw into committing a crime, I watched him and his cohort harass a girl at Red’s Tavern. The owner, Red, watched it happen and did nothing to stop it. I even spoke with the girl later. It has been going on for quite some time. Aliana used to work there, and the same thing happened to her. The owner never lifted a finger to stop it.”
“I will let Byron decide what to do about this. I’ll leave you both now. Good day.”
He doesn’t seem too bothered by this news.
Byron and I lowered our heads as the king left down the stairs.
“We can discuss the tavern in a moment,” Byron said with a warm smile. “I’m sure you’re aware how well I knew your father. I have a few things I’ve needed to tell you about him.”
Things he needed to tell me, not wanted to. More secrets, perhaps? I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear any right now. I already had enough on my mind.
I must’ve made a face because Byron suddenly looked surprised. He gave a laugh. “Oh, it’s nothing bad, Jon. He was the best head guard I could’ve asked for. It’s often Gage’s hypothetical opinion I will consider when trying to make a tough decision these days. Did you know he wanted stricter rules regarding dteria while I was hesitant to enforce them?”
“I did hear that from Leon Purage. Have you met him?”
“I knew him a while ago, and we met again recently. Did he tell you about his interactions with your father and his resulting imprisonment?”
Leon had gone against my father’s advice. Rather than enticing the dark mages who’d robbed him into committing another crime, Leon had taken lethal revenge.
“Yes, he told me,” I said. “But my father never spoke about dark mages, or Leon.”
“I’m not sure why that would be the case,” Byron said.
I had a feeling. If I’d known the truth about the corrupting dteria spreading through Lycast, I would’ve wanted my father and I to do something about it, but my father had never wanted me to get involved.
“I never saw Gage again after he left Tryn,” Byron said sadly. “I never got to apologize.”
“I don’t think an apology was necessary,” I said. “He spoke fondly of you.”
Byron smiled, but soon lost it as pain crossed his face. “I’m so sorry about his passing. I grieved when the news reached me.”
I felt myself close up. I didn’t speak.
Byron said, “We can honor him by trying to finish what he wanted to stop.”
I didn’t know if Byron’s implication was really true, though. “Why would he leave Tryn if he cared so much about stopping the spread of dteria?”
“Because he cared even more about you and your mother.”
Oh. That made sense to me. It was just like the guard who quit last night.
“Your mother was a lovely woman, kind and gentle, just like your father,” Byron continued. “Gage did care to stop dteria, but he had to make sure his family was out of harm’s way.”
“And it led to both of their deaths because there was no good healer in Bhode.”
I shouldn’t have said that. It wasn’t Byron’s place to fix it. I looked down, noticing my hands that felt eager to be used. I had the power to heal now. My mother had died during childbirth, while my father was taken a year ago from an illness. I could’ve at least saved my father if I had started training earlier.
How could I be so selfish to not think of something sooner? There were other women like my mother who would die this week because of complications during childbirth. I should be saving them. I could be saving anyone who was losing a battle against an illness. At least I had to assume I could. My broken ankle was the most severe injury I had treated. I had yet to dabble with sickness.
But instead I trained to fight against Cason. And instead of sleeping a full night, my punishment continued. This was all wrong, just like the death of my parents.
“Jon, I’m very sorry,” Byron said, the guilt in his voice a stab to my heart. “I would’ve done more to convince him to stay had I known what would happen to him and to your mother.”
I remembered my father’s voice. Do you blame me for a lack of prescience?
This was no one’s fault, I reminded myself. Especially not Byron’s. I should’ve said something earlier to keep him from blaming himself, but I was just so tired and uncomfortable. It was difficult to consider the feelings of anyone but myself right now.
“It’s not your fault at all. I’ve been angry for quite some time, but I don’t know who to direct it at.”
“Have you ever considered that it’s normal to feel this anger?”
Normal? I was confused why that even mattered.
“Nothing is wrong, Jon,” Byron specified. “You don’t need to direct this anger at anyone in particular. In fact, you shouldn’t. You just need to recognize that it’s a part of losing your father in the way that you lost him. You must accept the anger, just like you must accept the sadness that his death has brought you. It is the only way I have learned to deal with the death of my father, who was taken from me brutally when I was around your age.”
“What happened?”
“He was stabbed in the back right next to me.”
“That’s awful.”
Byron nodded. “I was angry for a long time, first at the man who did it, then at myself for not stopping it.”
“But how could you have known it would happen?”
“I couldn’t have, but I still blamed myself. I even blamed my father at times. I told myself he should’ve known it might happen and taken more measures to protect himself. But this just made me angry at him.”
“I see the similarities.” I had been furious with my father for moving us so far away from Tryn.
“You will be angry and sad, but it gets easier the more that you learn to accept it.” Byron put up his hands. “I’m not saying the acceptance of these emotions is ever easy. It’s not. You will struggle with this as you have already, but in time you will become more accepting. You will think about your father more fondly and less painfully because he was a good man. And I’m sure he was a good father.”
Something broke inside me, a dam bursting. It took all of my strength not to weep in front of the head guard of the capital, a man I had just met. But I managed to hold it in out of fear of bringing shame on myself.
I had developed ways to get past the anger and sadness. I found it best to stop the thoughts as soon as they came, focusing on my breathing, my surroundings—anything but the loneliness. The more times I successfully disconnected the cycle of misery, the easier it was to stop it in the future. But I had never learned to accept my emotions. They used to hurt too much for me to live with before, but I was stronger now. It was time to stop running from them.
I didn’t know what had come over me, but I was flooded with relief. I felt like this was the first time I’d been offered any real guidance since my father had died, and I had no idea how much I’d needed it.
You were not just a good father, Gage. You were my closest friend.
“Thank you, Byron,” I managed to get out as I took a few breaths to hold in the tears that tried to escape.
He nodded with a sad smile. “This conversation was long overdue. I’m sorry it took even this long. Unfortunately, I really must be leaving now. For the next two nights, you will take the post on the wall at Broad Street and Speedwell. It’s the closest post to the castle. Another watcher will relieve you after two hours from the beginning of your shift. I don’t expect you to see anyone attempting to enter the city after sundown, but you know the rules. No one enters, but they are permitted to leave. Any questions?”
As frustrated as I continued to be about this punishment, I reminded myself that it wasn’t Byron who had decided my penalty would continue. He was just following the king’s orders.
But there was something he was forgetting. “Sir, what about the tavern owner who seems to encourage the harassment of his serving girl?”
“Yes, that. Forgive me for forgetting. Unfortunately, there is nothing I can do myself to resolve that issue.”
I didn’t bother hiding my surprise and disappointment. “Nothing?”
“The laws are not on my side in this circumstance.”
“Forgive me if this isn’t my place, but can’t you change the laws?”
“The lord of the city makes the laws, and the lord of the capital is the king.” Byron had a hinting tone. “But that’s not to say that you couldn’t take the matter into your own hands. I trust whatever decision you make.”
I smiled. “I appreciate your trust.”




CHAPTER FIVE

I returned to training immediately after Byron left. During the moments when I rested my tired mind, I tried to think of a plan to teach Red a lesson. I was interrupted a short time later by the sound of someone walking up the stairs to my allotted training quarters in the great hall. They stopped and knocked on the wall of the stairway before I could see them.
“Jon, may I enter? It’s Callie.”
“Of course,” I said.
The princess looked at me with irritation when she made it to the top of the stairs. I had a feeling I knew why she was upset. I hadn’t seen or spoken to her since she had agreed to help me trick her father. I hadn’t been able to thank her for her help, which she undoubtedly deserved.
Her father had told me that she had become spoiled recently—that she thought the heart of every boy already belonged to her—and he thought my dismissal of her affection might fix that situation somewhat. I had promised her father that I would not show her any sign of affection, but that didn't mean I had to be rude to her.
“Princess,” I said with a bow. “This is long overdue, but I want to thank you. Without your help, I never would’ve found the troops from Rohaer in the forest. I’m frustrated it’s taken this long to give you the gratitude you deserve. Thank you.”
I offered my hand.
She shook it hesitantly, keeping her gaze on my face.
“If that’s true, why didn’t you visit me earlier?” she asked.
“I haven’t been permitted to walk around the castle freely. The king doesn’t wish to give me any opportunities to sleep until my punishment is over.”
“Oh.” She brightened.
“Yes, I really did want to thank you much earlier.” I thought it was worth repeating.
“I see.” She brightened even more. “My father didn’t tell me that.”
“What did he say?”
“That you would be losing sleep while training hard, so I should leave you alone.” Callie paused. “But my father will be in the keep for a while, so I knew we could have some time now.”
“How have you been? Did your father punish you for helping me?”
“I’ve been well. Yes, every dinner there’s another disgusting vegetable I have to eat with my meal. Last night was radishes. I will have to suffer two more evenings through it. Each day I dread it.”
That didn’t sound so bad to me. “Your punishment is ten days as well?”
“Yes, we should celebrate as soon as our punishment is over!” She grabbed my hand. “I can ask my father to host a ball and we can have a dance.” Callie hummed a tune as she spun gracefully, floating my hand above her, then moving it behind her shoulder as she pretended to dip.
I forced a laugh as I stepped back when she was done. “I’m not much of a dancer.”
“I could teach you. I promise it would be fun.”
“Let’s save the celebrating until…” I stopped myself as I realized I shouldn’t let her know about Cason or the other dangers to her and her father. “Until a little later.”
Callie saw right through me. “You’re concerned about a danger, aren’t you? Please tell me what it is.”
“Just a few issues in the capital, nothing we can’t deal with.”
“There are always issues. How is this one different?”
I didn’t want to lie to her, so I didn’t answer. “I’d like to wait to celebrate until these specific issues are resolved. And dance lessons should wait until then as well.”
“Then perhaps I could help you train in the meantime? I did help you learn Heal, remember? You used it to save the life of Reuben Langston. Who knows if you would’ve been able to do that without my help.”
There was some truth to what she said. I had barely learned how to cast a healing spell before I’d needed to use it, and it was thanks to Callie. But I attributed that to the scroll she’d brought me.
“I have been eager to see the library,” I hinted.
“Oh. Um.”
“What’s wrong?”
“It’s just that the library is in the keep. My father is there.” She squinted as if in thought, then she shook her head. “He won’t see us. He’s busy.”
“I’m sure he wouldn’t be too angry if he finds me visiting the library just to supplement my training.”
“You’re right.” She spoke toward the floor as if disappointed about something. “I’ll take you there now.”
“Thank you.”
She was the first down the stairs, but she waited for me to walk beside her in the hallway.
Every time I saw Callie, she had on a more extravagant dress than before. Most of them were flowing with abundant fabric, especially near the wrist where wide sleeves dangled. Surely, even the most common activities, like eating, required them to be rolled up.
I peered closely. There was a faint stain on the end of her right sleeve.
She noticed me looking and quickly folded back the end of her sleeve. “It is rude to stare at a lady’s misfortunes, Jon Oklar!”
“I’m sorry,” I said with a small laugh. “It’s just that I’ve been wondering if you choose to wear those dresses or…”
“Or what? Do you think I am a child who is forced to wear clothes that her mother picks out for her?”
I lost my smile when I could no longer tell if she was making a jest. “Well…I thought, perhaps as a princess, you might undergo certain scrutinies that, well, ordinary folk like myself are…um, not subjected to.”
“Jon Oklar, you are the absolute, most insane…ly correct person today.”
“Oh.” I laughed, and she joined in.
“Did I trick you?” she asked.
“You did. So your clothes are chosen for you?”
“Yes. I don’t care much for these dresses.” Callie spread her arms to let the fabric hang. “But they are beautiful, don’t you think?”
Disagreeing would be a lie. “Yes, they are extremely well made.”
“And?” she hinted.
“And quite beautiful.”
She smiled.
*****
When we stopped outside the library on the third floor of the keep, Callie warned me, “It is not an impressive library by any means.”
She unlocked the door and stepped back. Then she didn’t move. It took me a moment to realize that she was waiting for me to open it.
The door creaked eerily as I pushed it open into the dark room. I was about to enter when Callie cleared her throat.
“You’re supposed to let a lady enter first, Jon Oklar.”
“Sorry. Please go ahead.”
She waltzed in and lit the lantern sitting on the single table in the center of the room.
The “library” was the smallest and saddest room I had seen so far within the castle. It was narrow and tall, with half-empty bookshelves crowding the walls. It seemed to be somewhat organized, at least, with bound books lined up neatly to my left and scrolls sitting on the shelves to my right.
I read aloud the titles of a few randomly selected books: “The Tale of Bartlett Gaz. The Study of Wind Whispering. The Eclipse of Erto. Herald Izguard?” I expressed my confusion. “Who are these people?”
Callie gave no reply, as she seemed to be enjoying watching me grow irritated. I kept browsing.
There were many more books whose titles were merely the names of people I had never heard of. Skimming through the pages of a few of them, I soon came to the conclusion that these were all sorcerers who seemed rather unremarkable. Too much interest had been put into cataloging anyone who’d used mana, even if all they could perform was a simple spell of water or fire.
Callie stepped up closer than necessary to read one with me. I felt a little bad when I closed the biography we were checking out and browsed for another, but I wanted to make my intentions clear.
Soon I picked one off the shelf that piqued my interest. “This one just says Magical Art?”
“Finally, you select a good one.”
I couldn’t tell from her tone if she was being sarcastic.
I read the beginning aloud, “Magical Art is the practice of forcing your mind energy to make vibrations.”
I closed the book and looked at Callie, who had a half grin.
“Mind energy?” I asked as I turned the book over. “When was this written?”
“A long time ago.”
“I thought you said this was a good one.”
“It was a jest.” She giggled as she took it out of my hands and put it back. “Most bound books here are better left ignored. I usually find the scrolls more informative. They are designed to be to the point.”
I checked out the bookshelf on the right wall. The scrolls were all organized, rolled up with folded papers standing beside them signifying their purpose.
“This is much better,” I commented as I glanced over all of the erto scrolls: water, fire, ice, wind, and even earth.
“Yes, Charlie has been organizing and labeling them. They used to be scattered throughout the bookshelves with no markings.”
I picked up one marked “ordia” and started to unroll it.
“You can cast with ordia now?” Callie asked.
“No, but it is within my range, and I’ve heard it has similarities to dvinia.”
“It does. They are the same notes but two octaves apart.”
I was very familiar with the concept of octaves by now. I had been working on notes whose frequencies were lower on the spectrum of mana, such as lF, or in other words Lower F. It was two octaves below my natural mana frequency, uF, or in other words Upper F.
Ordia was made up of the same four notes as dvinia but two octaves lower: lF, lC, D, and G. But ordia seemed to have many more uses than dvinia. Enchanters like Eden, who I hadn’t spoken to in a while, used ordia to enhance gemstones. I remember Reuben commenting that he would one day use enchanting to empower metal. Unlike Eden, I had spoken with Reuben many times over the last week, but he had mentioned nothing of his skill with enchanting. In fact, I didn’t know how he was spending his time training. He had commented a while ago that he would be a harbinger one day, like the councilman to the king, who was able to create magical contracts. Perhaps Reuben’s training had something to do with that.
As I started to read the scroll of ordia, Callie asked, “How much do you know about mana?”
“About mana itself?” I specified.
“Yes. Has Leon taught you much about it?”
I tried to think back to his lessons, not that there were very many of them.
“I ask because whenever I see him giving instruction,” Callie continued, “he only seems to aid a sorcerer in casting a specific spell. There doesn’t seem to be any discussion about mana or spell composition.”
“I don’t know how he’s given instruction to the other sorcerers recently. I haven’t spent a lot of time with him, or anyone else for that matter. But from the earlier lessons I recall, I would say you’re right. I haven’t heard him speak about mana except to confuse me when he discussed something called a rev.” I raised an eyebrow. “Does your tutor speak to you much about mana?”
She brushed off the comment with a toss of her hand. “I have many tutors, and none of them know anything about sorcery. I learned everything I know about mana from scrolls, and from…” She perused the middle bookshelf. “This.”
Callie pulled out a book at shoulder-level and handed it to me. I was first surprised by the weight of it, then the title.
“This is all about mana?” I asked incredulously.
“Yes. Unfortunately the author tends to ramble. Most of the book is conjecture, though he explains everything believably if you can get past his verbose writing.”
It was a long book, and I was not a fast reader. “Who is the author?” I asked, then read the title of the book aloud, “Understanding Mana, by J. Krover.”
“Jacob Krover. He’s a sorcerer from another time who became very wealthy and basically bought his way into the nobility. His family is still well-known for their wealth but not for their sorcery. Are you going to read it?”
The book was a little intimidating. I wasn’t sure I even wanted to start it. “If he rambles, there’s a good chance it’s going to put me to sleep, but I’ll try.”
“Good.” She opened the ledger on the small table in the center of the confined area. “Mark down your name and the book you’re taking.”
“Jon Oklar — Understanding Mana, by J. Krover,” I wrote.
“Now we’ll know who to blame if it gets lost,” she said with a playful grin.
“And they’ll wonder how he got into the library in the first place,” I reminded her.
She dropped her smile. “You will take good care of it, right?”
“Of course,” I assured her.
“I have spoken to my father about allowing sorcerers access to the library,” she told me. “He wants to, but there aren’t enough keys. I volunteered to help people in the meantime. I want to get to know all the sorcerers, but only you and Charlie have shown interest.”
“I expect that will change when things calm down a bit more. Everyone’s so focused on improving right now that learning something new is secondary.”
“I’m jealous. I wish I could spend all day improving my use of mana.”
“Can you cast any spells?” I asked.
“No, because I don’t have any time to improve! Speaking of, I’m late to another boring lesson. I could leave the key with you if you promise to return it to my quarters later today.” She batted her eyelashes.
“I don’t think I’ll be permitted to visit you,” I said. “It’s best we both leave now.”
“What about the scroll of ordia?”
“I was only going to take a glance, but it’s not important. I’m still far from learning ordia.” I wasn’t sure I ever would be ready, considering how much stronger my dvinia needed to be to stand against Cason.
“Very well.”
We left the tiny library, and Callie locked the door.
I bowed. “I’m sure we’ll see each other again soon.”
“I look forward to it,” she replied with a curtsy and an impish grin.




CHAPTER SIX

I awoke to Michael shaking my shoulder. “Get up, Jon. Leon is coming. Pretend I said something funny.”
“What?” I was groggy and confused. Last I remembered, I was trying to read the dense text on mana that the princess had convinced me to take. I had returned to my training quarters in the great hall and sat on one of the cushioned chairs.
I must’ve fallen asleep, but the book was closed and sitting on the nearby table. I didn’t remember doing that.
“Stand up!” Michael was whispering.
“Did you put my book—?”
“Yes. He’s coming!”
Michael pulled me out of the chair. I balanced on shaky legs as I noticed the sound of footsteps on the stairs. How long was I out? It had to have been longer than a few minutes. I actually felt a little rested.
Leon came into view from the last step and set foot on the floor of the room. Michael pretended not to see him as he spoke to me.
“And so I told her, ‘No, it’s in my shoe!’ ”
I pretended to laugh and then notice Leon. “Oh, Leon. What brings you here?”
“What was in your shoe, Michael?” Leon asked.
“It was just a joke.”
“I know. What’s the joke? What was in your shoe?” Leon folded his arms.
“My, uh.” His eyes darted around the room. “Candle…stick.”
“Explain,” Leon demanded.
“It’s a long joke,” Michael said.
“That ends with a candlestick in your shoe?”
“Yes,” Michael said confidently. “Anyway, I was just leaving. I’d better get back to training. The wind isn’t going to move itself. Oh wait…” He started to stroll toward the stairs. “That was another joke, by the way.”
“Hold on.” Leon put his hand up in front of Michael’s chest. “You wouldn’t lie to me, would you?”
“No, sir.”
Leon stared at him for a moment. “Fine. Go.”
Michael must’ve come into my quarters to see me and found me asleep. He probably took the book from my hands, set it on the table, and then guarded the entrance until someone came. Bless him. I’d actually gotten some worthwhile sleep. I wasn’t sure Leon believed Michael’s excuse, but anything was better than the king possibly finding out I had broken the rules of the punishment. Nykal had never told me what would happen to me if I was caught sleeping, and I didn’t want to find out.
Leon walked over and picked up the book off the table near me. “Why are you wasting your time with this rubbish?”
“Thought I might learn something about mana.” Because you haven’t taught me anything in a long time, I dared not say.
Wait, why was Leon here? Was he finally about to give me some kind of instruction?
“Are you still trying to learn every note?” he asked me.
He’d made his opinion of my approach to learning mana quite clear a while ago.
“Yes, I am,” I said.
“You sound like you might’ve proven me wrong.”
I was a bit surprised. “I have.”
He grew a wry smile. “That’s a good lad.”
I might’ve appreciated the compliment if it didn’t make me feel like a dog. “Thank you, I guess.”
Leon had said it would take me too long to learn every note, that I would be better off instead learning spells: groups of notes casted at the same time. But I wanted to learn all the notes individually so I could cast any spell when I was done. Leon wasn’t going to let me at first, but then I reminded him that he also wasn’t going to let me learn dvinia. That finally shut him up, though the instructor made a point of adding one last thing.
“Then prove me wrong later, or you will regret it.”
It had been slow going because of my punishment. I’d only learned a few of the lower notes, but one was very important, lF, so that my healing spell was exponentially stronger. I hadn’t spoken with Leon since then. He didn’t know I could mend broken bones. No one knew what I could do so far, except Aliana.
Perhaps that was why Cason didn’t think I could heal a broken ankle. The knowledge hadn’t reached him because I’d never told anyone. But did the warlock even know I could cast Heal at all? I had come to learn it after the ambush to the castle. Dark mages had infiltrated with intentions to slay Grufaeragar and start a war with the krepps. Perhaps my ability to heal had never reached Cason. As far as I knew, the king still hadn’t determined how our enemies had found out so much about the sorcerers training here. It could be from a spy, or a simple mistake. The dark mages were everywhere. Someone we all trusted might not even know he or she was giving information to an enemy.
I wondered all this as I looked at Leon again. He couldn’t possibly be the one responsible. He was too much of a cynic. I supposed that was one benefit to being an ass. He would never accidentally divulge sensitive information to an enemy because he barely trusted any of us enough to handle non-sensitive information.
At least he was an ass most of the time; right now he sounded a little friendlier as he glanced over the book in his hands.
“Airinold’s taint, this is gobstobled gookamuk.”
“What?”
“What exactly.” He closed the book with finality and thumped it down on the table. “Show me what you’ve practiced.”
I supposed it was finally time for him to give me instruction, not that I was sure how he could help me if he couldn’t even cast this spell.
“I learned to strengthen Heal.”
He rolled his eyes. “You already knew Heal before the battle in Curdith Forest. Is that all you’ve been working on?”
“Can you tell what mana frequencies are being used when someone casts a spell near you?”
“In most cases, yes. What are you hinting at?”
It took a few breaths to prepare my mind. I had to split my mana into two other frequencies: F, and lF. I was still getting used to the feeling of Lower F. It was akin to my natural mana, Upper F, but the strain was considerably worse on my mind.
That single note, however, did not compare to the effort required when my spell came to fruition. I casted Heal onto Leon’s body. He had no injuries or illnesses I was aware of, so I did not direct my mana toward any specific part of him. As it was not healing anything, I was able to sustain it for much longer than when the mana had mended the broken bone in my ankle.
Leon pursed his lips and squinted his green eyes as he wafted his hand through my mana. “Upper F of course…” he began. “F as well, and another…?” His head whipped back, his messy blonde hair bouncing on his head. “Lower F! Jon, do you know what this means?”
I let the spell come to an end. “I know how strong it is. I had to use it last night to heal my broken ankle.”
His enthusiasm came to an abrupt end. “I was not told you had any broken bones.”
“What were you told?”
“That Cason killed a man in front of you and told you to deliver a message to the king.”
“That’s it?”
“Pretty much.”
I let out my breath in annoyance.
“What really happened?” Leon asked.
I explained the whole thing to him, from trailing Shaw to the entire interaction with Cason.
When I was done, Leon took a seat in the chair nearby and was silent for a long while. “This could’ve been stopped before it started. I knew Cason once, but I haven’t seen him in many years.” He stood up. “But we will worry about him later. First, I came to make sure you are handling what happened last night. You know…” He gestured at nothing in particular. “Emotionally.”
“Yeah, I’m handling it,” I said dismissively. Leon was not someone I was interested in opening up to. I didn’t even care to ask how he knew Cason. Leon was much older than he looked. He knew most people, including my father. I wasn’t surprised that he’d interacted with Cason.
“All right, good. Because secondly, I came here to help you.”
“How?”
He scowled at me. “You could show a little enthusiasm.”
“I am, but I’m too tired to show it,” I admitted.
“That idiotic punishment. Here’s how I’m going to start helping you first of all.” He slapped one hand into the palm of another. “You will no longer spend two hours a night guarding the city. It is decided!”
“You can’t just decide that. Only the king—”
“It is decided!” he repeated with a wave of his hand. “I have the authority to give you orders. Your order is to no longer serve out your punishment by wasting two hours each night.” He lifted a finger. “Instead, you’re going to spend two hours during the day healing people with this new spell of yours. It’s the best way to train it, and it won’t hurt to help a few people. Maybe it’ll even save a few lives.”
“Again, the king—”
“Will deal with me personally for giving you this order. I’ll tell him you argued. Now can we drop it?”
No more losing sleep? I fell into the chair with relief. “Oh thank god.”
Leon gave me a moment of peace to enjoy the feeling. He seemed like a different man, patient and understanding. But as tired as I was, I couldn’t enjoy the peace for long. We needed to train, but first I had to voice a concern.
“Why does it seem like I’m the only one who’s worried about Cason? Even you don’t seem very concerned after you heard what happened last night.”
“Cason has been around for a long time. He’s always been planning something, and he’s always been stopped. You helped stop his last plan, so you should know as well as I do that we will stop him again.”
“Except we no longer have anyone like Jennava on our side who’s pretending to be loyal to him.”
“How do you know the king doesn’t? Have you been told anything?”
“No,” I said. “No one tells me anything anyway.”
“Well I’m telling you that it’s not your place to figure out what to do.”
“I know that!” I snapped. “I’m just trying to make sure someone knows what to do!”
My tone—I had made a mistake. Leon glared at me with contained rage.
“I’m sorry,” I said. “I’m just very tired.”
“I accept your apology. Trust your king, Jon. And learn to keep your mouth shut around your superiors more often.”
I nodded, though internally I disagreed.
“Now, how long can you keep up the heal spell?” Leon asked.
“Only a few moments.”
“Tell me it’s the only thing you’ve been practicing.”
“Why would I only practice one—?” I stopped myself. My tone was inappropriate again. “I might be needed to fight soon. I won’t to be able to stop any enemies by healing them. I have to learn more.”
“Then what is it you want to do with your mana?”
“You know what I want,” I said as calmly as I could. “I want to learn everything I’m capable of, and then I will decide.”
He scoffed and grabbed the book from the near table. “And look at how much time you’re wasting with that approach. Tell me what you want to learn right now and I will help you.”
“I honestly told you,” I said.
“Then you are lying to yourself. What do you feel you must learn with mana before it’s too late?”
I didn’t know where he was headed with this. I tried to think it through.
He kept going, “You already know the answer. I’ve seen how you fight. I know what you want.”
“Then what is it?” I asked, my patience already frayed.
“You know it. Just say it. There are some things we need to admit to ourselves before we really believe them. You’re killing yourself over this, Jon. I did the same thing when I was trying to decide what to learn at your age. You have to say it aloud.”
I suddenly realized he was right. “I want to learn how to keep everyone safe from all those who mean to do harm…” I stopped as I heard myself. This was impossible.
“Keep going. How do you plan to do this?”
“By stopping our enemies without giving them a chance to fight back. I want to learn a spell to do that.”
“Finally, you admit it.”
“You knew this already?”
“I figured it out recently,” Leon said.
“How?” I asked.
“Because you kept reminding me of someone. I finally realized it was me.” He glared at me. “Don’t make that face.”
I realized I was showing him a bewildered expression. “I’m sorry, it’s just hard to picture we were ever similar.”
“You really don’t know me.”
“That’s not my fault,” I told him bitterly.
“Shut your mouth, Jon. Remember what I told you earlier? Shut your mouth more around your superiors or you’re really going to piss me off.”
I held my tongue.
I was wrong earlier. This was the old Leon. If this was the only kind of instruction he could offer, I was better off on my own.
“It’s impossible for you to get what you want,” Leon lectured. “There is no spell or even group of spells that can ensure your safety along with the destruction of your enemies. The strongest sorcerers are the ones who can get the most out of a few spells. No one needs to learn them all. You’re wasting your time with every note of mana. You
are going to have to trust me on that.”
“All right, fine. So now what?”
Leon took a slow breath and seemed a little more relaxed after. “Now, what is the next spell you want to learn?”
“Another spell of dvinia, besides Expel.”
Leon opened his mouth just to close it again.
Anger spoke for me. “See? That’s why I must learn the notes individually. Because no one else can help me but me, because no one else can cast with dvinia. There aren’t any other spells that are known. I’m going to have to figure them out!”
Leon shook his head. “That’s not true. I might not know other spells of dvinia in practice, but I should be able to figure some out in theory. But there’s risk in that, Jon. That’s why I’m hesitant to continue down this path. Experimental casting is dangerous, especially if you accidentally use a rev after initiating the spell. This is not something you should do on your own. Well, you can heal now…” He hummed as he seemed to be in thought.
It was my turn to calm down with a breath. “How are you going to help me?”
Leon rolled up his sleeves. “Does this mean you’re ready to begin? Or do you need another nap?”
“I am read—oh. You knew?”
“Of course I figured out Michael was covering for you. Candlestick in his shoe? Please. There’s a damn candlestick right there behind you. But I knew even before that. You want to know how?”
“How?”
“Because you actually laughed at his joke.”
“Well, please don’t punish Michael. He just came in while I was asleep and woke me later.”
“I’m just glad someone else didn’t catch you. Now are you really ready?”
“What exactly are we going to do?”
“Empower your dvinia. You are finally ready for this lesson.”
Now we’re talking.




CHAPTER SEVEN

Leon asked me how much I knew about dvinia by now. After I told him that he already knew how much I knew, which was just one spell, he specified the question.
“No, how much do you know about dvinia. Not about casting a spell.”
“Nothing.”
He then insulted me as being a poor student. I insulted him back as being a poor instructor. We both went down a few tangents, but eventually we were ready to begin.
“Dvinia has essential notes, like all the other specializations,” Leon explained. “But no one knows the essential notes of dvinia.”
“What are you talking about? You’re the one who told me the four notes of dvinia.”
“Yes, but not all of them are essential. When will you learn to shut your damn mouth and let me speak? Airinold’s taint, I should just come back after you’re better rested.” He started to turn around.
Leon was right. I had completely lost all ability to censor myself. “Wait,” I said as he neared the stairs. “I’ll control myself.”
“Last chance.”
“Got it.”
He walked back to me. “I will explain essential notes if you pay attention. Take water, for example. The essential notes are clear to everyone who understands mana. Do you want to take a guess as to what they are?”
I didn’t reply.
“Go ahead. Guessing will help you learn.”
I shrugged. “C, E, and G.”
He showed me a disappointed look. “You just listed all three notes of the Water spell.”
“I don’t know, all right? What are the essential notes?”
“The first and the third, C and E. Now can you guess why?”
Frustrated, I had too many questions to guess anything. “No. There are already so many things that don’t make sense. The spell Water has three notes. Three.” I made sure to keep my tone civil. “Why are you calling the second note of the spell the third note? E is the second note. C, E, G. The third is G. I’m sorry for my tone, but it’s irritating.”
“It’s not irritating. You just don’t understand it. You’re thinking about the third of the spell when you should be thinking about the third of water.”
“What? Water has numbers?”
“No, it has notes.” Leon sighed. “You make it really easy to forget that you hadn’t had a single lesson about mana before coming here. You are well ahead of everyone else in so many ways yet far behind in others.”
I didn’t catch most of what he said because I was too busy figuring something out. “Wait, I think I know what you mean. You’re talking about water like a range of mana, and that range has a set of notes to it. I’m guessing it starts with C?”
Leon looked surprised. “Yes, that’s exactly what I mean.”
“And fire and water have the same range, right?”
“They do, though I wouldn’t say they ‘have’ the same range. It’s more accurate to say that all the water and fire spells fall under the same range of mana, no matter how simple or complicated the spells are. You already said what that range of mana starts with, C. Can you guess where it ends?”
I knew a variety of spells, so I should be able to figure this out. Ice was one octave lower, starting with Lower C, but wind was higher, starting with Upper C. I doubted water and fire would overlap with the starting range of wind. So they probably ended right before wind started.
“It has to be one note before Upper C, which is…” I wanted to say Upper B, but I knew that was wrong. Upper B was too high to be below Upper C. Wait, was that right? I had the color chart on the other table, with my vibmtaer. I walked over for a glance.
“Need to cheat?” Leon teased.
“Yes.”
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Looking at it again, I could see that I was right to second-guess myself.
“B is the note just below Upper C,” I said as I walked back to Leon. “That’s frustrating also. So the range of fire and water is C to B? It sounds like it’s going backward.” I put up my hand as he started to interrupt. “But I remember now it’s because octaves start with C, not A, and I’m just figuring out why that is. All spells of erto start with notes of C.”
“Not spells of erto, ranges of erto.”
“I understand. But I gave my answer already. Water and fire should be C to B.”
“Maybe they should be to you, but they are not.”
“What are they then?”
“C to uD. Now can you guess why?”
I was getting a headache. “I’d really rather not at this point.”
“Because some water spells have been discovered that require uD for them to be casted.”
I waited for him to continue, but that was it.
“That’s not a reason!” I said.
“I know it’s not, but it’s the best you’re going to get. You’ll just have to accept that some ranges overlap. Ice overlaps with water and fire. Water and fire overlap with wind. Wind overlaps with dvinia.”
“But that’s just wrong.”
“Saying it’s wrong isn’t going to help you accept it.”
“No, I really mean you are wrong, Leon. You’re wrong.”
“What!? How could you possibly dare to assert that? You know nothing about mana!”
I grabbed the color chart from the other table and held it up in front of him. “You can see here that nothing overlaps except for wind and dvinia, and ordia with fire and water.”
He started to reach for it, but I pulled it back.
“Don’t you dare destroy this,” I said.
“I won’t. Just set the damn thing down. I can’t read it with you flapping your arm around.”
I watched his eyes scan the large chart, but I wasn’t sure what he was looking for.
“Where did you get this?” he asked without taking his eyes away from it.
“From Greda.”
“Who’s that?”
“Pamela’s daughter. She works at the Enchanted Devices shop you sent me to when we first met.”
“Oh, right. Well, where did Pamela’s daughter get it? Who made it?”
“I don’t know.”
“Exactly! You don’t know, and you do know me…and I’m telling you something. But you’d rather believe this color chart made by who-knows-who? Why? Because it’s made up all fancy with some pretty colors? You can’t take lessons from this. Color charts and vibmtaers are designed to supplement training, not to teach you anything about mana.”
“Oh,” I said, deflated.
“Oh is right.”
“So this is wrong?” I gestured at the chart I had spent so much time staring at.
“No, it’s actually very well done. If I was to make my own color chart, it would look exactly like this. The ranges displayed here at the bottom don’t encompass every spell available for each specialization, but they do tell a sorcerer what specializations are within their range, and that’s more important for someone like yourself who is trying to learn what he might be capable of. But ignore the chart for now. Going back to before—thirds—do you understand that the third of water’s magic school is E?”
“Yes, I have accepted that. C is the first. I’m guessing D is the second. So E is third. And this is the case for all water spells?”
“Exactly, and the third is just as important as the first for all water spells. Together, the first and the third determine the nature of any spell. If you take the same spell of Water but you lower E to E min, you get Fire instead.”
Kataleya had explained that to me some time ago. But even she hadn’t known the answer to the question I’d asked after, which I would now pose to Leon.
“Why doesn’t dvinia have a third?”
Leon raised an eyebrow. “Did you figure that out somehow, or did Kataleya tell you?”
“She told me a while ago,” I lied. I had actually first read it from a scroll the princess had fetched for me in secret, but I didn’t like how that might sound to Leon’s ears.
“Technically, dvinia does have a third, like every school of magic.”
“Is a school of magic the same as a magical art?”
“School of magic, magical art, specialization—they’re all the same. They are a range of mana that has been named, and every note in the school has been numbered. You know them as ordia, ice, water, fire, wind, and dvinia.”
“What about mtalia, earth, and vtalia? What are they called?”
“Those are just notes of mana with special properties. Every note of mana does something when used individually, but those three seem to work the strongest alone without the combination of others. And when using them alone, they create their own spells. These spells need names: mtalia, earth, and vtalia.”
Charlie specialized in mtalia. As far as I knew, it was the only note he could cast. With it, he could melt or harden metal at will. I had seen him use it to dissolve the head of an ax, which had saved Grufaeragar’s life, but I’d also seen him shape and harden metal into rings that Eden had enchanted. One, a callring, I still wore on my finger.
Earth was Aliana’s specialty. More accurately than her choosing to specialize in it, though, it was the only spell she could cast that I was aware of. She didn’t have the range to reach anything else. But having someone in the castle who had skill with earth was like having someone here who knew how to cook. We would’ve survived without one, but it didn’t take long for it to become a necessity to all of us.
I was the only one who had access to vtalia, besides Leon, with my wide range of mana that mostly gravitated toward the high frequencies. I hadn’t been aware that I had been using vtalia for years when I was a young teenager. It was the natural frequency of my mana, Upper F. I’d spent a long while trying to use my mana to cast something, but I had known nothing about it.
Leon said I still knew nothing about mana, but he was wrong. To him I might know very little, but that little bit of knowledge had been revolutionary to me.
“Are you paying attention?” Leon asked, scowling.
“Can you repeat what you said?” I asked as I realized that no, I hadn’t been.
“Listen to me. There is a third note in the dvinia school, but there also isn’t. The first note is your natural mana, Upper F. Then Upper G is the second. Upper A, that’s the third note in the dvinia school. But there is no Upper A in Expel. It’s just uF—one, uG—two, uuC—four, and uuD—five. Do you understand? The core of dvinia is one, two, four, five. In contrast, the core of every erto school is one, three, five.”
“Yeah, I understand. But could there be another spell of dvinia that uses the third?”
“Maybe, but also maybe not. As far as we know, there is no third used in dvinia. We can assume this is the case because dvinia appears to be the same as ordia, only two octaves higher, and there is no third used in any known ordia spell. And like ordia, there’s probably only one general spell of dvinia.”
“Couldn’t there be others that people haven’t discovered yet?”
“There certainly are, but the difference between one spell and another is not going to be as vast as, say, the difference between wind and water.”
“Like Cason’s dteria spell that he used to suspend the guards in the air?” I asked. “Was that a different spell than the normal Dislodge?”
“Yes, that is probably not just Dislodge. He most likely did something with dteria, added another note to it, which told the mana to encircle and hold.”
“He didn’t even have to aim the spell?”
“Aiming was required, I’m sure. But even a sorcerer as strong as him can’t bend dteria completely to his will. He has to give dteria the message to bend on its own as he aims it at his target.”
“I’m starting to get what you are saying, but there’s something I want to understand before we go on.”
“What?”
“Ordia has many different spells that are cast with the same notes,” I said. “So if ordia and dvinia are so similar, why doesn’t dvinia have many different spells that can be cast with the same notes?”
“Perhaps it does.”
“That’s what I was getting at. If I understand how ordia works, I might be able to understand dvinia better. So how does ordia work? How does Barrett use ordia to bind someone to a magical contract and then use the same ordia spell later to identify an enchantment on a ring?”
“You’d have to ask him. Actually, don’t bother the councilman. Ask Jennava. I specialize in erto, if you are too dim to have realized. I’ve never had a grasp on ordia. All I know is some people take the spell of ordia and can only enchant with it, while others can only seem to create contracts. There must be something in their mind that decides one from the other, but I don’t know what it is.”
“Jennava is strong with ordia?” I asked.
“She can’t reach the notes, but she’s spent a lot more time researching it than I have. She might know even more than Barrett, who uses it frequently.”
I wondered if it might be better to speak with Eden and then Reuben, who both specialized in ordia but used it differently.
“I can tell your mind is starting to drift again,” Leon said. “Let me make a point.”
I gave him my full attention, though I was finding it harder the longer this went on, and we had only just begun.
“The interesting thing about ordia,” he continued, “is that combining the basic spell with other notes leads to different results.”
“Enchanting,” I said to show I understood.
“Yes, by adding a fifth note to the spell of ordia, enchanters can enchant metal, gems, or leather. However, you’re probably never going to meet an enchanter who enchants leather because leather requires your natural range, Upper F, and you know how low-range ordia is.”
“But both are within my range.”
Leon rolled his eyes. “Yes, if you practiced for weeks straight, you might be able to enchant some leather, congratulations. But you’re not going to meet any others who can. No one I’ve met has your range of mana except Cason. Now back to what’s important.”
I almost stopped him to ask how he knew this about Cason, but I was already feeling overwhelmed with all this information. I didn’t want to go down another tangent.
Leon continued, “I have some ideas of a fifth note you might be able to add to dvinia that will change the way the spell functions.” He lifted his hands. “Let me make sure I’m not wasting my time first. Are you actually capable of adding a fifth note?”
“Definitely.”
“Good. Each note of mana seems to have its own properties. We’ve already discussed mtalia, earth and vtalia. The other notes aren’t as strong on their own, but they still alter the state of mana.”
“How do you know?”
“When you’ve been using mana for as long as I have, you start to notice patterns. It’s easiest to see what these notes do when you tack them onto an existing spell that you’re familiar with. Let me show you with water, for example.”
Leon walked over to the large window and opened it.
“You’ve seen Kataleya cast Water enough times to recognize it,” he said as he faced the open window. “You don’t need to see me do it again now. Instead, I’m going to show you what happens if I take the normal spell of water, C, E, G, and I add uD as a fourth note. Remember earlier? I said the school of water goes up to uD. I’m about to show you proof.”
I was a little excited as I took my place at his side.
He breathed deeply as he lifted his hands and contorted his fingers. A wall of water grew outward from the size of a brick. It hovered outside, with perfect square edges and enough density to stop an arrow.
When Kataleya practiced casting Water, the water she created out of her mana was spherical and about a third the volume as Leon’s spell in front of us. But Leon didn’t even seem strained as he checked to make sure I was watching.
“You see how much denser the water is than usual?”
“I do. That’s just because you added uD to the spell?”
“Not only because of that. The density also has to do with the power I’ve put into it, but just like with your healing spell, the power I can put into it greatly depends on the notes of mana I use. By adding Upper D, I don’t have to work as hard because the mana already knows to form a dense wall. That’s how we know uD is part of the water school. The same experiment has been done with fire, but obviously I’m not going to show you that. Now look down to make sure there’s no one below before I drop this.”
I leaned out the window and saw my friend leaning against the wall of the great hall, taking one of his many breaks.
“Michael!” I called down. “Move out of—”
The sudden falling water startled me. Michael was just starting to look up as it crashed down onto his face. He was knocked onto his back as the water drenched him.
He spat water out of his mouth. “What the hell!” he yelled as he sat up.
Leon leaned out of the window beside me. “Get back to training!” he yelled down. Then he pulled me back into the room and closed the window. “Given that same logic, one might say that uD, which is already in the core of dvinia, is a requirement for energy from mana to become hard enough for the spell of dvinia to work.”
It was hard to follow his words because of how quickly he’d transitioned back into the lesson. Also, I could still hear Michael loudly complaining.
“Is dvinia hard, Jon, or soft?” Leon tested me.
“It’s somewhat soft, like a cushion.”
“Normally a learned sorcerer would try adding uD to Expel to harden the energy, but like I just said, it’s already there. You cannot cast Expel without uD. But what happens if you had another D? Let’s say Middle D?”
“Ah, that would be interesting.”
“Now are you starting to see the right way to learn mana?”
“Actually, yes.”
“Don’t sound so surprised,” he chided me.
“It’s just that I haven’t had any real lessons from you yet.”
“Because you haven’t been good enough for any of them to help you. Now you finally are.”
I supposed he had a point. I wouldn’t have been able to use any of this knowledge a week or two ago.
“So you’re telling me to experiment with various fifth notes and see how it changes my spell? And depending on how the notes change my spell, it will teach me what the notes do individually?”
“That’s exactly what I’m saying. And that concludes the lesson.” He surprised me by starting to leave. Just we were finally getting somewhere.
“But you also told me that a sorcerer could injure himself through experimentation!” I said to stop him.
He kept on going. “So what? You can heal yourself now.” He did turn around, at least. “Before I forget, I’m taking you to a healer after lunch for you to carry out two hours of your new ‘punishment.’ That’s why I have to run. I need time to figure out which healer to take you to.”
“Aliana’s mother is a healer. I could speak to her about the possibility of visiting her mother.”
“Yes, do that at lunch.”
“So that means you can stay and help me train.”
“I need to have a word with Michael. I heard a few phrases spoken in my name that need to be addressed.”
Yeah, I had heard them, too, after Leon had closed the window, but I was hoping they might’ve passed by Leon’s ears.




CHAPTER EIGHT

When it was time for lunch, I couldn’t leave the library book in my room because I wasn’t allowed to visit my quarters. I didn’t want to leave it unattended either, so I took it with me and set it down near my plate as I ate beside Michael.
He was dry now and didn’t seem like he wanted to talk about whatever Leon had said to him. But I had to say something.
“Leon figured it out on his own.”
“He told me, along with a few other things.”
“I do really appreciate you helping me sneak in some sleep.”
“You’d do the same for me.”
Reuben and Charlie soon joined us. All the sorcerers sat at the same enormously long table, but there was plenty of space between the group of boys and the group of girls, so we didn’t overhear each other’s conversations. Closer to the girls’ side of the table was the royal table, where King Nykal and his wife and daughter sat. Theirs was perched on a dais, facing all of us as our table ran perpendicular to theirs. But the king didn’t always show up at lunch. Often it was just Callie and her mother. I knew nothing about the queen. I didn’t even know her name and didn’t find myself curious, as I had too much to wonder about already.
Charlie stared at the book sitting facedown near my plate. “Is that Understanding Mana by J. Krover?”
“You can recognize it just by its back?” I flipped it over.
“Yes. I spent enough time reading it to memorize how it looks. It’s the information in that book that led me to certain theories that I still want you to test. Are you finally ready to help me experiment?”
Reuben eyed Charlie. “Why do you need Jon?”
“He has the widest range of mana and the most skill with it.”
Reuben glanced at me for a moment as if considering putting it to a debate, then returned his focus to his food.
“I’m not going to be ready until things calm down more,” I told Charlie.
“Why not?” He sounded very young when he whined.
“Because there are more important uses of my time, for now. I will be able to help soon.”
“How soon?”
“I don’t know exactly.”
Charlie always made the same face when he refused to accept something. He pouted his lips and squinted his blue-gray eyes. His mop of blond hair bounced as he shook; no, it vibrated.
“Charlie, wait.” I tried to stop him before he threw a tantrum.
“This is important not just for me but for everyone! I have to understand mana better so everyone else can understand mana better. You are the only person who can help me with these tests!”
So it turned out I wasn’t the only one who felt responsible for others here. I couldn’t blame him for that. I knew what it was like to feel helpless. I wanted to fix that, and he might have something useful to teach me after all.
“All right, you convinced me.”
“I did?”
“Yes. But I’m not sure I can today. I’m going out of the castle for a while. If I have time when I come back, we can test out your theories with some experiments. If not, we will do it tomorrow.”
“Thank you.”
“Where are you going?” Reuben asked.
“A tavern for a little while. Then I’m off to a healer.”
Michael laughed, then looked confused. “I don’t get it.”
“It’s not a joke. Actually, Reuben, if you came with me to the tavern, I bet we could finish what I need to do in a few moments.”
A line creased his forehead. “Why would I want to help you with some nefarious deed in a common tavern?”
“Because it’s not just any tavern.”
I went on to describe Red’s Tavern and what I had seen there. I watched his countenance soften as he heard what the young woman was going through, then brighten as I described how beautiful she was. I left out Aliana’s experience there, as I wasn’t sure she wanted others knowing.
“What do you propose we do?” Reuben asked.
“I will tell you on the way. After lunch, change into the most elegant and expensive robes you have and meet me by the portcullis. Make sure to wear your best jewelry. I have to speak to Aliana about my other task. I might be visiting her mother, a healer, to carry out the rest of my punishment by helping heal people.”
“No more losing sleep?” Michael asked.
“Leon said he’s ordering me to alter the punishment to this, and he’ll deal with the king…so I’m still not entirely sure it will be the case.”
“Yeah, good luck,” Michael said.
I walked over to the girls’ side of the long table. “Aliana, could I speak to you?”
“Sure.”
She left Eden, Kataleya, and Remi and stood with me out of earshot of everyone. Aliana had striking dark eyes that always seemed ready for bad news. It was that look in her eyes that made me want to bring a smile to her lips. Her brown hair was a bit wild, as if she hadn’t run a comb through it, or perhaps she’d decided it was better not to try.
I had forgiven her for treating me so coldly the first few days after we’d met. She was no doubt beautiful, but she no longer gave me that spark she once had before she’d made so many incorrect assumptions about me.
“After lunch, I’m going out to do two things,” I explained.
“How are you by the way?”
“Oh.” I felt bad for not even thinking to ask. “Fine. And yourself?”
She chuckled a bit. “I’m fine. Go ahead.”
“First, I’m going to take Reuben to see Red at his tavern. I told Reuben what happened last night, and he’s willing to help me. I didn’t mention anything about you.”
“I appreciate that.”
“Would you like to come?”
She put her hand on the back of her neck. “No.” She started to say something else but stopped. “No, just tell me what happens later.”
I nodded. “All right. The other thing is that Leon has changed my punishment. He wants me to spend two hours each day healing the sick and injured instead of staying up at night.”
“You can heal the sick now?”
“That’s one of the things I hope to find out.”
“I see…and you remembered that my mother works with a healer.”
“Yes. Leon was going to search the city for one who would take me, but I mentioned your mother. She’s the only healer we know.”
Aliana’s expression was as if this was a bad idea. “I don’t know.”
“What are you worried about?”
“It’s just strange is all, you meeting my mother.”
“Oh. I don’t imagine we’ll be doing much talking about anything personal.”
“I guess it’s fine. What’s going to happen with payment? Are you still going to charge people to help them? If so, who’s it going to go to?”
“I figured we would charge the same that your mother and the other healer usually charge, and the coin would still go to them.”
She started to nod. “All right, yeah.”
“Where does she work?”
“On Birch Street.”
“Where is that?” I asked.
“It’s a small street south of here. It turns into Exeter North after Market.”
“Oh, I know that.” That was the street I took to get to Greda’s Enchanted Devices shop. “I’m still learning the city. Is there even an Exeter South?”
She laughed. “Yes. I should really take you around one day. There’s a lot to see.”
“Like what?”
“The various mansions, if you’re interested.”
I didn’t understand the appeal. “The people of Newhaven walk around to look at the mansions of rich families?”
“If they’ve never seen them before,” she said with a bit of offense. “We don’t just spend our leisure time looking at mansions, though. In fact, most of us don’t even have leisure time. It’s difficult to live in Newhaven for most people. It’s crowded. Jobs are hard to come by, and they are demanding. Many people live outside the walls and travel into the city to work. Having a look at a luxurious mansion is a nice change from the hardship.”
To me, the mansion would just remind me of what I would never have. Right now, however, I didn’t care either way.
“I didn’t mean to offend,” I told her. “I’m sorry.”
“It’s fine.” She didn’t smile.
I guess her offer to take me around the city was probably rescinded. That was fine with me.
Leon came up to join us. “So is it decided then?”
“Yes, but I have to take care of something with Reuben first,” I explained.
“How long?”
“Less than an hour.”
“I’ll be here. Aliana, what’s your mother’s name?”
Aliana eyed him suspiciously. “Gwen,” she said hesitantly.
“God, what’s with that look?”
“I’m just…defensive about her a bit, I guess. You will be kind, right? Kinder than you are to the rest of us?”
“Why? Is she a cripple or something?”
“See, that’s what I’m worried about! Both my mother and I have dealt with enough rude men in our lives. I don’t want you coming in and getting her flustered.”
“I will be a gentleman, as I always am to people who have not pissed me off.”
“Maybe I should go with the two of you.”
“And waste your time? Forget that. You need to train.”
“All I do is train!”
“And look how much you’ve improved because of that.”
I wondered if I was the only one who wished I had even more time to train. Michael, and now Aliana, seemed desperate for a break that extended longer than a meal.
“You’re staying here,” Leon concluded. “Jon, go finish whatever you need to do, but be quick.”
I hurried off. I wondered if I should take a concealed dagger. I wasn’t concerned about Red; but Cason? Was he bold enough to confront me in broad daylight? I feared news of my healed ankle had reached him. He might figure out I was the one who had healed it, and he wouldn’t let me go next time.
*****
Reuben turned many heads on our way to the tavern, and there were a few different reactions. The people who seemed surprised by Reuben’s silk cloak and gold rings stared the longest. Those who appeared less surprised cast their gaze downward. But it was the curious ones I found most entertaining. Their gazes bounced to me for a moment, and they always showed confusion, probably because of the contrast between Reuben and me.
I no longer wore the clothes of a common worker. I had wisely used the coin I’d earned to upgrade my robes to a level of decency that I felt comfortable donning around the city. It was in no way a display of wealth, but I was certainly not poor, either. I couldn’t guess what they thought my relationship was with this rich young man at my side, but it certainly didn’t look right. It reminded me of the first time I’d met Reuben, when he’d told me to walk behind him so as not to embarrass him, and I had refused. I was a little worried he might mention it again, but thankfully that side of him had toned down ever since I’d saved his life.
Reuben, to some, probably looked like a fool wanting to be robbed. To others, his display of arrogance did not demonstrate stupidity but supreme power. I figured Red would see Reuben as the latter. And if he didn’t, well, there were plenty of things we could do to jolt him in the right direction without getting in trouble for it. We were sorcerers of the king, after all. It was about time we started taking advantage of our standing.
As we traveled farther from the castle and deeper down streets where wealth was a rare sighting, we started to attract the attention of children. First, there were two kids who began trailing us. A third joined soon after, then two more to make five. One was called away by his mother, but two girls took the little boy’s place.
Then a drunken fool headed right toward Reuben. “Ey, ya un grab battler rick a ring, rich boy.”
I had no idea what he’d said, but he seemed too drunk to be dangerous.
Coming toward us from the other direction, the drunk had to stop and turn around to stay with us as we passed. Well, he tried, but he fell over and some of the children laughed. Another referred to him as grandpa and helped him up.
This was starting to become a little sad, but there was no other route to the tavern.
Reuben and I marched onward, and eventually the children let us go. Reuben had a look on his face as if no one else existed except the man we would soon confront. I didn’t want to break his trance, so I spoke no words.
When we arrived at the place, he started toward the door as if he might break it down. I was a little worried he might.
He pounded on it instead. “Open this door right now or you will face punishment!”
We heard voices inside. The curtains on the windows were closed.
“We’re not open!” I recognized Red’s voice.
“Do I sound like I care if you’re open? Unlock this door or I will break it down. We will speak right now.”
“What is this about?”
“Open this door!” Reuben yelled furiously.
If he was pretending to be angry, then he was deceiving me.
I could faintly hear Red’s voice, “Stop Burda. You will not open—stop!”
The lock slid. The door opened.
In the light of day, Burda was even more beautiful, not that Reuben even saw her as he stomped past her on his way to a nervous Red standing in the middle of the dining room. The two other servers, both men older than us, were getting tables ready but froze as Reuben entered.
“You are the tavernkeep of this establishment, correct?”
“Who are you?” Red countered fearfully.
“I’m Reuben Langston. My father might not own this building yet, but he will buy it for me just so I can double your rent if you allow the harassment of your servers to continue.”
Red glared at Burda. “What lies did you tell—?” But he stopped himself as he noticed me standing near her. “You! Wait, what is this?”
So it seemed that Burda hadn’t mentioned anything about me to Red. Good. Reuben should continue with our initial plan.
“Pay attention!” Reuben ordered as he stepped in front of Red. “Unless you have the coin to purchase this large tavern, you’d better listen to me right now. This has gone on long enough. You will put an end to the verbal and physical harassment of your inappropriate customers or you will pay twice your rent. Three times if you really anger me!”
I had thought Red was the owner of the tavern, but Reuben had explained to me that a man owning his own tavern would be like a farmer owning the farmland he worked. It was possible, but apparently it just about never happened around Newhaven. In Bhode, everyone did own their own homes and farms. We still had to pay taxes for the land, but there wasn’t rent involved.
Unfortunately, Red didn’t seem worried by Reuben’s threat. “I could take this up with the king. He’s a just ruler who would put an end to this nonsense. Might even toss you in a cell for the trouble.”
“Oh really?” Reuben sounded amused.
“That’s right, I could. I’ll march right down to the castle and send word that the nobles are trying to toss out us hardworking commoners. He dethroned the last king who didn’t care about his people. I’m sure he would love to hear about your threat!”
I couldn’t help but smirk. Red really was convincing, at least by his tone, and brave as well. But that was about to come to an end.
“You remember my friend?” Reuben gestured at me. I gave a little wave.
“The servant. He works for your father, I bet.”
“He’s no servant,” Reuben said. “In fact, he and I have a lot in common. We are both sorcerers of the king.”
“That’s bullshit. You come in here spouting lies in my place of business. Now I’m asking you to leave, or I will fetch the guards.”
“You really don’t believe me?” Reuben tested. “Need a demonstration?”
“First you say you’re a Langston. Now you say you’re one of them sorcerers of the king! I don’t know what you are, but you’re trespassing now. Get out and don’t come back, or—”
“Jon, go ahead.”
I already had the spell ready. I hit the table to my side with a powerful blast of dvinia. It shot into the wall, then fell with a crash. There was a large crack in the wall where it had struck.
The noise was deafening, startling everyone but the two of us. Red gaped at it, then at me.
It was silent for a long while.
“You know…” Reuben began coolly, “had Jon really been a servant looking for white wine, he could’ve been killed when you sent him off with those men last night. He gave you a chance to warn him, and you did not. I’d even go so far as to say that you probably knew those men were involved with dark mages.”
“I told him everything I knew!” Red claimed. “I had no idea they were involved with dark mages! I swear!”
“Do you think the king would believe that? You could march down there right now and ask him. I’ll even go with you.”
“There’s no need for any of that.”
“Damn right there isn’t. Because you are going to stop allowing this lady to be harassed.” He gestured at Burda, who still stood by the open door. She had her hand on it as if she’d intended to close the door a long time ago but had forgotten to act.
“How am I supposed to do that? Can’t report them. They aren’t breaking any laws.”
“You have seen them touch me!” Burda said, finally slamming the door.
“I haven’t seen anything of that nature.”
“He lies!” she told Reuben.
“I know he does,” Reuben said without taking his eyes off Red. He stepped forward and grabbed the man by his shirt.
I was worried Reuben might hit the man as I intervened. “Look, Red, just toss out the patrons who bother your workers. It’s not even a difficult thing to do. If they refuse to leave, get a guard. It’s what any decent man would do in your position. Your patrons will eventually learn that they cannot bother Burda, or they’ll find themselves in a dungeon cell.”
“I’d rather you let it keep going,” Reuben threatened. “My father will buy this building and put it in my name. Then we’ll see just how much you’ll have to pay.”
“Fine. I agree.”
“Was that so hard?” Reuben asked. He let go of the man’s shirt.
We started toward the door, but Reuben stopped and turned around.
“And if you dismiss this lady from your service or do anything to her as revenge, then you will suffer. She didn’t do anything wrong. She didn’t even report this. Jon saw it all happen before he lured out those men and witnessed them commit a crime against him.”
We headed out. I expected Reuben to stop in front of Burda, maybe drop a sappy line or show her how proud of himself he was, but he walked right past her as she stared at him in shock.
I waited until we were outside to tell him, “That was marvelous. I couldn’t even tell if you were actually angry or not.”
“Jon, I’m going to let you in on a secret that I expect you to keep.”
“Go ahead.”
“I’m always that angry,” he admitted. “So letting it out feels really good.”
“That explains a lot.”
“Wait!” Burda shouted.
We stopped and turned as she ran toward us.
“I’m sure she wants to thank you.” I squeezed Reuben’s shoulder. “I’ll leave you two alone and see you back at the castle later.”
“Are you joking, Jon? You are not making me walk back without you while I’m dressed like this.”
“You want me to wait here as you speak with her?”
“Hell no. Wait down the street.”
“Fine.”
I created some distance as I looked back at Burda stopping in front of Reuben. They spoke for some time before Burda gave him a kiss on his cheek. She walked back toward the tavern after, with a few looks back, but Reuben didn’t see. He was too busy grinning at me triumphantly.
“Did you see that?” he asked. “A kiss on the cheek means she likes me. The longer the kiss, the more she’s interested. It lasted a while.”
He sure didn’t seem angry anymore.
“Yeah, take this time to gloat. Smart. Or maybe it would be smarter to look back.”
“What?” He spun around.
Burda had waited near the entrance of the tavern. She gave a wave. He waved back.
We started back to the castle. I set a quick pace. There was a lot to do, but Reuben lagged behind. He turned around again, but she had gone into the tavern.
“Glad we came?” I asked.
I didn’t think he heard me. He held a little smile as he looked ahead.
“Reuben?”
“What?”
“You did well.”
“Oh, thank you, Jon. You did, too.”
“I thought cracking the wall with the table was a bit much.”
“It’s still less than what he deserves.”
“True.”




CHAPTER NINE

I found Leon after Reuben and I made it back to the castle, and soon we were headed out to meet Aliana’s mother. Leon asked me what I had been up to, so I told him.
He didn’t seem too impressed by the story, but he was never very much impressed by anything.
Eventually, we arrived at our destination. Gwen Forrester worked with a healer in a small place on a quiet street, but she wasn’t the one who greeted us. There was only an older gentleman with gray hair and a deeply wrinkled face. He didn’t look busy as he sat on a stool and faced the door.
I glanced around. This was definitely the right place. The backroom was cluttered with glassware filled with various substances. Most of it seemed to be herbal, though there were a few liquid concoctions as well.
“Are one of you in need of healing?” asked the man as he stood.
Leon approached. “My name is Leon Purage, and this is Jon Oklar. You’re in luck, healer. On behalf of the king, Jon is going to stay here for the next two hours and heal anyone who requires it, no matter what ails them. All payment will still go to you.”
“Well um, that is, um…” He scratched his head nervously.
“Leon,” I scolded as I stepped around him and offered the old man my hand. “Let’s try this again. I’m Jon.”
“Quincy.” His skin was leathery.
“I’m a sorcerer of the king and I would like to practice my Heal spell here, if you wouldn’t mind?”
“Oh, yes, yes. That is wonderful. Of course.”
“Like Leon said, you can still charge your normal rate and collect the coin yourself.”
“That is kind of you. A woman works with me. She’s out purchasing supplies right now but should be back any moment. Usually, I see the patients and she prepares the medicines.”
“All right,” Leon said. “It’s settled then.”
“Right,” I answered.
Leon turned to leave, but a woman carrying a bag with two hands started to enter. She didn’t look a day over thirty, pretty, not a wrinkle on her face. She had dark hair and familiar eyes.
“Let me help you,” Leon said as he took the bag from her. “Just tell me where you want it.”
“Thank you, sir. There’s fine.” She pointed at the one clear spot on a table in the backroom.
“Call me Leon,” he said as he set down the bag and offered his hand.
“Gwen.”
I looked at her closer. She had to be older than she looked. Nonetheless, she must’ve had Aliana when she was quite young.
“Well, it’s nice to meet you, Gwen,” Leon said.
I’d never heard his tone this friendly before. It almost sickened me.
“I’m not sure if your daughter mentioned me—”
“Oh, you said your name is Leon?”
“Yes, Leon Purage.”
Gwen clicked her tongue. “You are not what I expected.”
“Yeah, I can be a bit harsh on the students, but it’s only because I care that they improve.”
“Aliana has improved, so you must be doing a fine job.”
“Thank you, Gwen.”
I thought it odd how they held each other’s gazes so firmly. I cleared my throat.
“This is Jon,” Leon spat out quickly.
“Nice to meet you,” I said.
“It is nice to meet you, Jon.” She glanced at me with kind eyes, but her gaze returned to Leon as soon as the handshake with me was done. “What brings the two of you here?”
“We’re going to stay a little while to heal anyone who comes in,” Leon said.
“We are?” I asked. “You were just leaving, Leon.”
“So soon?” Gwen protested. “I would love to hear more about Aliana’s training. She doesn’t tell me much.”
“I can stay a little while.”
What was happening right now? More importantly, what would Aliana want me to do about it?
I looked at Leon differently. I wanted to see him through Gwen’s eyes. He looked like he was in his early thirties, but he had to be much older. From some of the things he’d said, I wondered if he might even be fifty years old. I supposed he was not hard to look at when he was behaving like he was now. He had bright green eyes and messy blonde hair. He had a prominent jaw, square and strong. I thought he usually looked a little scary, but I hadn’t seen him smile like he was now.
Curiously, Aliana’s mother had very pale skin while Aliana had tanned or even bronze skin, depending on the light. Aliana had wondered who her father was. Apparently, the man had helped finance certain endeavors in her life, but he had not been around for her when she needed him the most, like after their home burned down. He had not been there ever, in fact. She had never met him and didn’t know his name.
Her mother knew, and she refused to tell Aliana. It had been an issue of great frustration to Aliana, she had told me a while ago. But from the way her mother was looking at Leon, I was starting to believe that Gwen was no longer romantically involved with Aliana’s father.
There wasn’t much room for the four of us in this small space, but soon Gwen took Leon into the back room and drew the curtain as they spoke about Aliana. Quincy and I stood in the entrance room awkwardly, able to hear everything they said.
“Aliana is extremely talented,” Leon told Gwen. “We’re lucky to have her with us. She can track and hunt now, and she’s even learning to ride well.”
What he said greatly bothered me, and I didn’t know why. Everything he’d mentioned was true. Aliana was talented. She and the others who didn’t know how to ride horses had begun to learn, and she was picking it up quickly just as she had the bow. It wasn’t Leon’s words but something about his deliberately pleasant way of speaking that got to me.
I suddenly realized why. This proved that Leon was capable of being nice. He’d just never chosen to be nice to us.
A man walked in with a bloody scrape down his arm. “How much to treat this?” he asked nervously, his gaze bouncing around between the two of us.
“Let me see.” Quincy approached, but the man stepped back.
“I don’t want to be charged for a look.”
Quincy stopped. “I’m assuming you’ve seen Healer Gary?”
The man nodded.
“I don’t charge you for a look. I need to assess the cut to…actually.” He looked at me. “I almost forgot. Would you like to heal him, Jon?”
“Yes, thank you.”
“Heal me? What do you mean?” The man stepped back to keep distance as I stepped toward him.
“It’ll cost you five copper,” Quincy said.
“Five? This could heal on its own.”
“It could,” Quincy said, “but it could also become infected and kill you, which I’m sure you know, otherwise you wouldn’t be here. Five is the cheapest price you’ll get. The ointment to prevent infection is usually more than five coppers on its own, but since Jon here will heal you without it, you will only need to pay five copper.”
Five copper really wasn’t very much. Even before I started being paid forty silver a week, I would’ve gladly paid five copper to heal a nasty scrape like the one on this man’s arm.
“What do you mean heal me? Like sorcery?”
“Yes,” I answered. “Sorcery.”
He looked at me for a long while with a growing curiosity to his expression.
“Five copper. Agreed.”
I stepped close and lifted my hand in front of his bloody wound. “This is going to hurt for a few moments, but that just means it’s working.”
“All right.”
I began the spell but almost stopped in shock as he let out a few very improper expletives.
“I’m sorry!” he apologized as I kept up the spell. “Gah! Bastard, son of a, gnnnahhhhh!”
“Done.”
He looked down at his arm. There was blood around where his wound used to be, but the wound itself was gone.
“Wow. That really worked. It’s not going to come back?”
“No, it’s healed.”
He didn’t seem to believe me as he moved the loose skin around on his arm and pinched around where the scrape used to be.
“Tell others,” I said. “I’ll try to be here at this time every day.”
He looked up at me in surprise. “Will do. Thank you. Thank you very much.” He pulled out his coin purse and handed me the five copper bits. I passed them to Quincy as the man strolled out.
“When did you learn to heal, Jon?” Gwen asked me, the curtain drawn back again. Her tone was as if she thought she should’ve known this about me already. “Aliana tells me things,” she added, probably after noticing my confused expression. “But she didn’t mention you can heal.”
“I can for a while now. Has she visited you recently?”
“Not for a little while.”
“I see.” I suddenly felt wildly suspicious about Aliana and her mother, but I wondered if I was overreacting.
I was soon distracted as another man entered, this one complaining of a sharp pain in his stomach. We went through a similar back and forth as with the last man before he agreed to have me heal him. This was my first case of trying to heal something that I couldn’t see or feel for myself.
I stepped up and put my hands over his stomach without touching. Normally I could sense the injury in addition to seeing it when I pushed out my mana toward the problem. A message was relayed to my mind about what was wrong, and I felt like my mana knew exactly how to fix it. But here, I felt nothing.
“Leon,” I said. “Is there a technique to finding an injury I can’t see?”
Leon stepped up and moved his hands around near the man’s stomach. “There’s nothing wrong with you.”
“There is,” said the man as he groaned. “Terrible pain.”
“I assure you there isn’t an injury,” Leon said. “Jon, you would feel it like you have the others.”
“It’s not an injury,” said the man. “I think I’m sick with something serious. Quincy, I don’t want a sorcerer. You have to give me something.”
“It’s probably just what you ate,” Quincy said. Then in a lower voice he told us, “This isn’t the first time.” He asked the man, “Did your wife make her pastries again?”
“Yes, but it’s not that. This is different. Something is very wrong this time.”
He let out a fart so loud that it startled us. It continued on as he grabbed his stomach in distress.
When it finally came to an end, the stench hit me.
“My lord,” Quincy said. “The smell! Get out with that. Get out!”
“Never mind that,” I said as I pushed past the man. “I’m getting out.”
“Airinold’s taint, Jon’s right,” Leon said.
We all fled the enclosed room.
On the street, the man couldn’t seem to meet our eyes, his cheeks red. “I’m awfully sorry about that.” He was still holding his stomach, though he didn’t seem to be in as much distress.
“I’ll charge you next time you do that in my place of business,” Quincy told him. “Go home, and stop eating those cheese pastries.”
“All right.” He sulked as he walked off.
The rest of the people who came in for healing didn’t offer nearly as much excitement. It was easy to identify their problems and fix them. After an hour, I almost found myself wishing someone would come in with a life-threatening injury just for the challenge, but I wouldn’t actually wish that on anyone.
I slowly gained interest in the tidbits of conversation I heard between Leon and Gwen. The both of them had remained in the back room for some time now, no longer checking on me or Quincy. When I was distracted healing a woman’s sprained finger, I barely made out his quiet question to Gwen.
“Is Aliana’s father still around?”
“He’s interested in Aliana and helps when he can, but we aren’t together.”
I felt like I should warn Gwen that Leon was not usually like this. Or was he, and he was only different with his students? I didn’t know anymore.
Should I bring it up with Aliana? I wasn’t sure she’d want to know. I doubted anything would happen between Leon and Gwen. Leon was too busy for any kind of relationship. Wasn’t he?
I felt like I didn’t even know Leon anymore. Shouldn’t he go back to the castle? He was probably needed by my peers.
Eventually, I decided it was none of my business. I had a habit of feeling responsible for people I was not responsible for. This was not up to me.
Soon a middle-aged woman entered who Quincy greeted.
“Pamela, how are you today?”
Pamela…I knew this woman, unless it was someone else with the same name. She didn’t look well, unfortunately. She had bags under her eyes and stood at a slouch.
“Worse, I’m afraid,” she said. “I’ve come for more medicine.”
“Excuse me,” I interjected. “Do you happen to be the mother of Greda?”
“Yes, and you are?”
“Greda may have spoken of me. I’m Jon Oklar.”
“I…I don’t want any trouble.” She backed toward the door.
I was confused. Maybe she was sick to the point of delirium? I could already feel something wrong about her even being a few feet away.
“It’s fine,” I tried to tell her. “I can help you.”
“No, stay away.” She backed out of the small place.
Leon came out from the other room. “What’s going on?”
“I don’t want anything to do with Jon,” Pamela said. She turned to leave.
“Pamela,” Quincy said. “Why are you scared of Jon?”
“I don’t…I can’t. I’m sorry.” She started to walk off.
I then realized why she was afraid. Greda had figured out that someone had poisoned her mother and taken Greda’s place in her shop. Under an illusion to appear like Greda, this powerful sorcerer had tricked me into taking an essence of dteria in hopes it would alter my mana so that I would cast a spell with the corruptive magical art. I’m sure it was the illusionist’s hope that I would be hooked afterward, as had probably happened to many people. The spell gave the caster a feeling of euphoria and confidence, though it diminished with each cast, urging them to cast more and more powerful spells.
Now it was clear this sorcerer had been Cason. He had interceded in the arrest of Shaw and Jacob using the same illusion. But Pamela and Greda should not be afraid of interacting with me now that everything was out in the open. Judging by how sick Greda’s mother looked, I might be the only one who could help her.
I walked out after her. “Let me talk with you a moment. I can explain.”
“Stay away!” she yelled and picked up speed.
“You’re not in danger.”
“Just stay back!” She darted away from me.
She did not appear as though she should be running, so the last thing I wanted was to cause her more distress. I stayed put in hopes of pacifying her.
Unfortunately, she only picked up more speed. I thought about going after her, but Leon came up to me.
“What was that about?”
“She thinks someone like Cason might hurt her or her daughter for interacting with me. He has already. Remember?”
“Right. So it was Cason who poisoned her after all?”
“It had to be.”
“Then she’s probably not just sick.”
“What do you mean?” I asked.
“You should find out for yourself. Go after her before you lose her.”
She was quite far ahead by then. I sprinted to catch up.
It didn’t take long for her to notice me. She ran faster, but there was no way she was going to outrun me even with her head start.
“Please stop!” she yelled.
“I just want to help you.”
She fled into the Enchanted Devices shop where I had met Greda and closed the door before I arrived. I figured she’d locked it, and I didn’t want to scare her even worse, so I went to the window rather than try to break in.
“Just listen,” I said.
“Go away!” She shut the curtain.
“Mother?” I heard Greda ask from within. “What’s going on?”
“It’s Jon. I think he means to do harm.”
“I of course do not!” I insisted. I looked around to see that a few people were staring nervously. “Everything’s fine,” I told them.
“Get away from my shop and don’t come back!” Pamela ordered. “We want nothing to do with you.”
An older gentleman walked up to me. “Come on, lad. It’s best not to get the guards involved.”
“Pamela, and you sir, listen. I am a sorcerer of the king. I was just at Quincy’s where I was healing people with sorcery.”
“You work for the king?” Greda asked.
“Yes,” I said. “I withheld it from you for your protection, but now my enemies know the truth about me so there’s no reason to keep anything from the two of you.”
The gentleman tapped on the window. “I think he’s telling the truth. He doesn’t seem too deranged, like one of them dark mages.”
“Even if it is the truth,” Pamela said, “that’s even more reason for you to leave.”
“Mother, he can heal you! I’m letting him in.”
“The king’s enemies will use us against him again! Stop!”
“You’re not thinking clearly,” Greda said. “You need his help.” I heard Greda unlock the door. “I will lock it again as soon as he enters if that will make you feel better.”
“Yes,” Pamela wheezed.
I walked in slowly as Pamela backed into the opposite corner of the small shop. Greda closed and locked the door behind me.
“Pamela, listen to me,” I said. “I’ve learned how to heal with sorcery. I don’t know what’s wrong with you right now, but I’m sure I will be able to figure it out and get rid of it if you just let me.”
She stared at me for a while.
“I trust him, Mother,” Greda said. “I think you should, too. He might be our only chance of you getting better.”
Eventually, Pamela started toward me. “I’ve never recovered fully from the poisoning.”
I could hear the pain in her voice. This period of her life had been miserable. I’m sure Quincy had done what he could, but something else was at play here. I could feel it strongly as I got close.
“Tell me about the incident,” I said.
“I was in a crowd at the market. I felt something prick me on my arm.” She rubbed her hand over her left arm. “There’s no mark anymore, but it was black for a while. I didn’t see who did it. Immediately I didn’t feel well. I woke up at Quincy’s not long after.”
“What does it feel like now?” I had to figure out where to pinpoint my healing, or perhaps I needed to somehow cover her whole body with my mana to better search for it. From what I could tell so far, there seemed to be something inside of her that did not belong. I didn’t know if it was still poison after all this time or if it was something else.
“I feel sick and weak. I have a pain in my chest that comes and goes. But the worst part is that I feel like something has control over my body. It’s difficult to explain. I feel like it could make me pass out without warning.”
“Have you?”
“Not since the first time.”
“Let me investigate this pain in your chest.” I lifted my hands up in front of her. There did seem to be something deep within her chest. I almost had the sense that it was hiding from me. I had to get closer to reach it.
“This is a little awkward,” I said, “but can I put my hands on you?”
“I might be suspicious if it was my daughter. Yes, of course you can. It is not awkward at all.”
I touched her shoulders and shut my eyes. I pushed out my mana from my hands. I wasn’t sure how far it could reach within her body. This strange entity seemed to be near her heart or perhaps even within it, and it was difficult to get my mana there from her shoulders.
No, I couldn’t reach it. I moved my hands to her collarbone. I was certain now that something wasn’t right. It was akin to feeling sick, but this message was relayed to me from Pamela by my mana.
I could almost reach it. I moved my hands a little lower. I knew Pamela said this was not awkward, but it still felt that way to me.
“Uh, Jon,” Greda said.
“It’s fine,” Pamela said. “If it’s necessary.”
“I can almost reach it.”
“It?” Greda asked. “What is it?”
“I don’t know.”
I pushed my mana down to her chest. Get to it, I demanded. I was not yet casting the Heal spell. I didn’t want to exert myself until it was time.
“I need to figure out what I’m dealing with to know how to get rid of it,” I said.
“God,” Pamela murmured worriedly.
“It’s going to be fine,” Greda said.
I suddenly felt it as I jumped back and opened my eyes. Like grabbing a rodent and not realizing what I had grabbed until after, I was appalled at what I’d felt. This thing within her was alive, lashing out at me.
“What’s wrong?” Greda asked me.
Pamela looked pale as a sweat broke out across her forehead.
“Are you going to faint?” I had to ask to know if I should catch her.
“Perhaps.”
There was a tense moment as Greda and I held Pamela’s arms, but soon she seemed more herself again.
“It attacked me,” Pamela explained.
“No, it attacked me,” I corrected. “Greda, can you get your mother a chair?”
“Yes, of course.”
She went into the back room and came back with a chair. Pamela sat down tiredly.
“I don’t want to alarm you,” I explained, “but I think this is a curse.”
“A curse?” Greda asked as Pamela looked as if she might faint again.
“I can get rid of it,” I assured her. “And you will feel better.” I wasn’t completely confident. I had never dealt with something like this before. But that was not what she should hear right now.
I wasn’t even sure it was a curse, but it made the most sense. She had been pricked before she’d fallen unconscious. Then we found out later that a sorcerer was involved. Sorcerers used curses, not poisons, especially sorcerers experienced in dteria.
“This is likely to hurt,” I explained. “But that just means it’s working.”
“Oh gods.” She gripped her daughter’s hand. “Please get rid of it. Please.”
I readied the spell like readying a snap of my fingers. As with all spells, it was a matter of splitting my single source of mana into three different frequencies. I thought maybe I could catch the curse by surprise, casting Heal and then locating it again with my mana that was now vibrating at three different frequencies.
It worked. I felt my mana latch on to the curse as I closed my eyes and envisioned a battle between dark and light.
Pamela grunted and nearly fell out of the chair as I held my hand over her chest. “Stay still!” I demanded. I almost lost connection with my mana, which would’ve ended the spell abruptly.
Pamela cried out in obvious agony. The healing spell drained my stamina faster than sprinting. I could feel life from the curse, some fear at being found but mostly aggression in its worst form. It had been mostly dormant in Pamela’s body, waiting for a signal from its master. But now that it had been found, it fought on its own.
My mana battled back. My healing spell was extremely powerful, but so was the curse. It tried to destroy my mana, but my mana was like my breath. Something within me created it, and there was always more.
I almost ran out of strength, and the curse was still fighting back strong. I didn’t know what else I could do besides keep up the spell as I pinpointed my thoughts on destroying it. I was about to give up when I finally felt the curse begin to wither.
My mana broke through the curse’s defenses and suddenly shattered the thing. It happened so violently, I feared I might’ve damaged Pamela in the process.
Panting, I opened my eyes and readied myself to catch her, but she stopped groaning. She looked at me, then at Greda, the color returning to her face.
A smile grew from her lips.




CHAPTER TEN

Pamela put her hand over her chest. Her breathing slowed. I was still catching my breath.
“Mother?” Greda asked.
She stood from the chair slowly. “It’s gone.”
“Thank god!” Greda embraced her mother as they both wept.
I let them have a moment as I recovered. Leon was right. I should’ve been doing this as soon as I taught myself the spell. I supposed I was a healer now, in addition to a battle wizard. I would enjoy getting used to it.
“What do I owe you?” Pamela asked me.
“No charge. It’s on behalf of the king.”
“No, you have to accept some form of payment,” Pamela said.
“I have plenty of coin. I’m just happy to help.”
Greda nearly knocked me over as she threw her arms around me. “Thank you, Jon. Thank you so much! I have been so worried about my mother.” She started to cry again. “I can’t tell you how relieved I am.” She pecked my cheek a few times, then squeezed me even tighter.
I needed her to stop or I would start crying as well, because it reminded me of how worried I had been about my father.
“I’m glad,” I said as I choked down tears.
“Pamela?” Leon asked. He stood outside looking in through the window. I didn’t know how long he’d been there. “Will you open the door?” he asked.
“Is that you Leon?” She quickly opened the door.
“It is. It’s been a long time.”
“My god, you haven’t aged a year.”
“You look wonderful now, much better than just earlier.”
“You were at Quincy’s? I’m sorry I didn’t notice you. I’ve been nearly out of my mind with worry recently.”
“Did Jon get rid of that curse for you?”
So he did know what it was. I was glad. I had many questions, as I’m sure Pamela and Greda did as well.
“How did you know I was cursed?” Pamela asked.
“A guess,” Leon said. “It’s time to go back to the castle, Jon.”
I had almost forgotten I would only be out healing for a couple of hours. But what if someone else needed help like Pamela had?
I reminded myself that someone did need help. The king. He had to protect his kingdom, and I was one of the people entrusted to do that. I had to go back and train my offensive spell.
“Can you answer something first, Leon?” Pamela asked.
“Certainly.”
“Who was it who cursed me? And why did they do it?”
“We don’t know who it was, but we will find out.” Leon spoke so confidently that I started to wonder if it was true that Cason had not done it. “Their reasoning was not to hurt you or your daughter but to corrupt Jon. We do know who the illusionist is, and we will have him captured or killed soon enough.”
Greda spoke, “All of my mother’s suffering was just so the illusionist could give Jon that one stone?”
“I’m sorry to say that it was.”
“So the stone really was an essence of dteria?” Greda asked.
“Yes,” Leon confirmed. “But Jon did not allow it to alter his mana long enough for him to cast a spell of dteria. This should all be over now for the two of you. Come on, Jon.”
“Wait,” Greda said. “Could whoever cursed my mother have removed the curse later?”
“Easily,” Leon said.
“Then why didn’t they?” she asked as she balled a fist.
Leon looked apologetic. “This is a powerful witch, warlock, or some other type of sorcerer who doesn’t care about anyone else. They used you and your mother to get to Jon, but you don’t have to worry about that any longer.”
“Why not?” Pamela asked. “What has changed?”
“They’ve surely realized by now that Jon cannot be corrupted.” Leon looked at me. “He can only be stopped physically.” He glanced at Pamela. “That is why Jon and I must be leaving. Whoever cursed you must now know that his curse has been removed. He might be on his way to see who did it. I suggest you take the day off.”
I gave Leon a look, silently asking if this was true. His eyes darted toward me for a moment before shifting back. I thought I noticed a slight nod of his head, but I wasn’t sure.
“Can we go with you to the castle?” Greda asked.
“You would be safer staying away from us,” Leon said. “I promise our enemies have no interest in your family.”
“I see,” Greda said. “Mother? You are feeling better?”
“Much better. Let’s go home, Greda.”
Greda nodded, but then she stepped up to me and hugged me again. “Thank you so much, Jon. I really hope to see you again when you are safe.”
“We’ll be fine,” Leon answered for me as I parted from her. “I’m sure you’ll see him soon.”
“Take care,” I told Greda
She rose up and kissed me on my cheek as I was about to turn, this time holding her lips there.
“Thank you,” she murmured when she parted, her face red.
“You’re welcome.” I followed Leon out as Greda and her mother stayed back to close their shop for the day.
We headed toward the castle. As soon as we were far enough away, I asked Leon, “How much of what you said is true?”
“All of it.”
So that meant someone really could be coming here to find out who had destroyed the curse. I didn’t feel endangered, though, not with Leon here. During the battle in the forest, I had seen some of what he could do. I imagined he would be able to stand up to Cason or whoever else might’ve set the curse.
“You really think it was someone besides Cason who cursed Pamela?”
“Tell me something, and I will answer. How difficult was it for you to destroy the curse with your spell?”
“I almost couldn’t do it.”
“Yeah.” He nodded. “I figured it was powerful. A weaker curse would’ve been destroyed by her body by now. I’m sure it wasn’t him.”
“How can you be sure?”
“Because Cason was never good at curses. He doesn’t understand them just like I don’t understand them.”
“Couldn’t he have learned how to curse since you’ve known him?”
“I doubt it. You will discover as you progress that there are certain spells you are just incapable of casting. Even if you were corrupted in solitude and went down a different path, studying dteria instead of dvinia, I doubt you ever would’ve been able to curse anyone. It takes a sick kind of mind to understand how to set a curse on someone, especially a curse as powerful as that one.”
“How do they work?”
“Didn’t you hear me?” he asked as if I was dimwitted. “I already told you I don’t understand them.”
Back to his old self, I see. “You have to at least know a little something.”
He sighed. “All I know is that curses require ingredients, like an enchantment. There are rules to them that are either learned by the witch through forbidden texts, or, in the case of some witches, the rules come intuitively. Those are the most dangerous witches, and I believe that’s what we’re dealing with. Cason never cared for curses. Why would he want to slowly debilitate someone with a curse when he could decimate them with Dislodge? This witch isn’t Cason, but he or she has to be working with Cason.”
“I see.” So Cason had help from very powerful people. That had been obvious already. He had a whole secret army. It was what they had planned that was still a mystery. “Should we be worried about this witch telling Cason that we’re here?”
“I hope Cason shows up. There’s a reason he’s remained hidden, Jon. He knows he would be captured if he showed himself during the day.”
We did have guards everywhere now, and they were all loyal to the king. But I didn’t know how many loyal people Cason had.
There would be a fight one of these days. More than anything I wanted to know when and where it would happen. I couldn’t handle waiting.
“How do you know Cason at all?” I asked.
“He was a young sorcerer in Tryn at the same time that Jennava and I were there using sorcery to earn coin.”
“So he’s younger than you?”
“Yes.”
I wasn’t going to forget Cason’s face anytime soon. He looked older than Leon.
“How old are you?” I asked.
“None of your business.”
We fell silent.
“If you don’t tell me,” I cautioned, “I’m going to assume you’re much too old to be flirting with Aliana’s mother, and that’s the reason you won’t say.”
“When you get to be my age, you don’t flirt. You talk.”
“What age is that? Seventy?”
He glared at me in shock.
All right, not seventy. I tried to think about how old Cason looked. Could he have been fifty? No, he had no gray hair. But what if he’d used uF on himself like Leon and wasn’t as young as he appeared? There was no telling how old either of them were, though I had to guess both were older than thirty but younger than a hundred.
“Sixty?” I tried.
He looked ahead. “I’m not playing this game.”
“Sixty is far too old for Aliana’s young mother.”
“Drop it, Jon.”
“Tell me more about Cason then. How old is he?”
“You just want to know so you can figure out my age. I will tell you something else that might interest you if you drop this.”
“All right.”
“Out of the three sorcerers in Tryn, before the spread of dark magic, Cason was the only one eager for patronage. You might have a guess as to who recruited him.”
“Not Nykal?”
“It was Nykal, yes. There was a competition among nobles at the time to find young sorcerers in need of patronage. Nykal was young as well and desperate to get into the game, and Cason was desperate for patronage. He was an orphan and struggled to support himself before he learned a water spell to earn him coin. Jennava helped him for a while; I left him on his own. I saw how great he might be one day, and I didn’t want to encourage the competition. He was like you, Jon, with a wide range of mana and big dreams. Nykal was the one who Cason first found to fulfill these dreams.”
I didn’t care how similar Leon said we were. I knew Cason couldn’t ever have been that much like me.
“How did the patronage work?” I asked.
“The same way it does now. Most sorcerers are working for a rich family akin to the way you work for the king. The patron pays the sorcerer each week and also provides certain perquisites for the sorcerer. This could be access to rare metals for enchanting, invites to luxurious parties, or something as simple as fine wine from Korrithin. In exchange, the sorcerer has to do whatever the patron asks, or their business deal will come to an end. Most patrons make money off their sorcerers, and the sorcerers are happy to work without negotiating payment for every task they complete. It’s daunting to look for work all the time. Most people would prefer to take the jobs they’re told to take, and sorcerers are no different—except that they’ve got a bit of power to use however they want.”
“I’m surprised. I thought you would’ve rather worked by yourself.”
“I did for many years, but I’m old now. If there was no conflict in the land, I’d be working for a patron right now. Anyway, Nykal supported Cason by giving him his own home here in the capital for a year. Jennava remained friends with Cason, visiting him at times. She’d tell me about him when she came back to Tryn later.”
“Was she around the same age as him?” I wondered if there might’ve been something romantic between Jennava and Cason.
“I’m not talking about ages. Stop asking, or I’ll shut up right now. The only reason I’m telling you anything is because we’re walking back to the castle and we might as well talk about our enemy, but only if you don’t piss me off. You don’t need to know what he was like back then to see what he’s like now. He’s completely lost it to dteria.”
“Fine. What happened after Nykal recruited him?”
“He trained for a while, but then he started dabbling with dteria. When Nykal found out, he told Cason to stop using it or he would have Cason arrested. Cason disappeared soon after that. Jennava didn’t find him anywhere. We both looked for a while. We thought we might fix him before it was too late, but we eventually gave up and I lost touch with Jennava for a while. She must’ve reconnected with Cason in Koluk not long ago and convinced him that she, too, was a dark mage now. It was through her help that we knew about his plan. I’m sure he wants her dead more than anyone.”
“Were they romantically involved when they were younger?”
“Perhaps,” Leon said. “And perhaps again later. It might be something Jennava used to gain his trust.”
I didn’t know much about Jennava, but I was still shocked to hear this. It did give me a clue about Cason’s age, however. If he and Jennava were involved when they were younger, she couldn’t have been too much older than him. She had gray hair now, but there was a youthful spark in her eyes. I didn’t put her over fifty.
Or perhaps she could’ve been much older than Cason when they were involved the first time? Maybe this wasn’t much of a clue after all. I knew so little about Jennava.
“So Jennava met Nykal when all of this started with Cason?” I asked.
“She was probably introduced, but she never got to know him personally. I didn’t get to know him either. Not until recently.”
I thought about all of this in the silence that followed. It was a simpler time back before Cason became powerful. If he’d really had similarities to how I was now, I wondered what his dreams used to be. Probably the same as mine. He wanted to be as strong as he could. But why would he start using dteria? I never would’ve by choice. I didn’t understand the temptation.
But then I realized something.
“I’m assuming Cason doesn’t have access to dvinia?”
“No. I’m pretty sure the highest frequency he can reach is your natural frequency.”
uF. Now it all makes sense. It was easy to forget that even powerful sorcerers like Cason might not be able to reach the notes high enough to cast with dvinia because an extremely high frequency of mana was required.
I was pretty sure it was the same with Eslenda, the elf who lived in Curdith Forest. She was an illusionist, like Cason, and extremely powerful with erto. If she knew how to use dvinia, I would’ve seen it from her, or maybe even felt it.
“You said he has a wide range,” I commented. “How low can he reach?”
“Certainly to ordia, but you must’ve figured that already because you’ve seen his illusion. I don’t know how much lower he can go past ordia.”
“Could he know the earth?”
“He might.”
“So he can sense people like Aliana can. That’s going to make it extremely hard to catch him.”
“We will find a way.”
I could see the castle ahead, just a few streets away. Something else jumped into my head as I wondered about this witch working with Cason.
“Pamela told me something about the curse before you arrived.”
“What?”
“She said it felt like she could pass out without warning, but she hadn’t done so except once. I’m wondering—”
“If the witch could make her pass out at will.”
“Yes.”
“I’m not sure. All I can tell you is that a curse is a form of mana that stays active within a person’s body.”
That made me curious about something else. “Is all mana within our body? Because it feels to be right outside my skin when I focus on it.”
“It exists inside and out. Anyway, we know that mana can be controlled, and a curse is a form of mana. It’s for that reason I said the witch could have removed the curse long ago but didn’t care to do it.”
“I thought you said a curse is like enchanting.”
“Enchanting gone horribly wrong, yes.”
“But enchanters can’t do anything to an enchant after it is completed.”
Leon shrugged. “Different rules. If you believe in the demigods, you might want to thank Airinold for that. He gave up a lot more of his power to create dteria than Nijja did to create ordia.”
“I thought you didn’t believe in the demigods.”
“I believe in some aspects to the stories, like the ones that make sense. Dteria is stronger than any other magical art. There’s probably a reason for it.”
And the simplest reason is the most likely to be correct. It was something I believed, and it sounded like Leon did as well.
I supposed that meant I believed demigods were real.
I suddenly recognized the man walking toward us. Leon put out his arm protectively across my chest as he stepped in front of me.
“Stay behind me, Jon.”
Cason, with his dark hair and dark cloak, looked almost friendly as he grinned. “Leon. It has been a long time. I’m surprised you still recognize me.”
“It’s the stink of your mana that told me it was you. What have you done to yourself, Cason?”
Cason frowned. “Chosen the winning side. You and Jon could as well. It would be as easy as convincing the king to leave his castle for me. I promise two things to you, old friend: No one will be hurt if you join me, but many will die if you don’t.”
“You hope to be king?”
“No, that role is reserved for someone else.”
The people on the street around us started to murmur as many stopped to stare. I heard Cason’s name among the whispers. Soon, everyone was hurrying away from us but a few who seemed too interested in watching to leave.
The castle was close, but not close enough for anyone there to hear me if I shouted. Cason had waited here for us, most likely. There might be a trap. I looked around, but the street was just about empty.
“You’re going to bring about the destruction of many lives,” Leon said, his voice cold. “But you can stop this. You’re the only one who has the choice to end this without death. Come with me to the castle and let’s negotiate with Nykal.”
“I will walk into the castle when it is clear. Jon, it is a surprise to see you walking.”
I didn’t reply.
“Leon, did you somehow learn to extend your range of mana to lF, or is Jon here just full of surprises?”
Leon whispered to me, “He can heal himself like you can, probably even better. No injury will last.”
“What?” Cason said as he playfully put his hand to his ear. “I can’t hear you.” He casually came toward us as if to listen.
Leon lifted his hands and formed a sphere of fire. Ripples of heat rose up, distorting the sneer on Cason’s face.
“So your decision has been made to fight?”
“You’re sick from dteria!” Leon yelled. “Smiling like a damn fool. I know what it feels like, Cason. You have to resist the urge to use it. If you refrain long enough, your mind will return to normal.”
“This goes far beyond dteria. I’m not surprised that you haven’t figured it out by now. You’ve always been dense.”
“Last chance, Cason.” Leon widened the girth of his hovering fireball. The heat made me wince as I squinted to study our enemy’s eyes. If a trap was in place, Cason would be the first to look in its direction.
I was shocked when, instead, he soared into the air. Cason soon started to come down over us. Leon hurled his fireball up at Cason, but Cason must’ve made a shield of dteria. Leon’s fire washed over the clear energy, sizzling yellow and orange. It continued to burn, revealing a cluster of dteria that suddenly came at our heads with incredible speed.
“Move!” Leon yelled.
I dove as I heard the spell strike the ground between us with a thud. Dust rose up as I got to my feet.
Cason was about to crash down, but an upward swing of momentum gave him a soft landing. He motioned like he was throwing something at me, and another cluster of dteria sped at my chest like a hurled stone.
I fell backward to avoid it. Unfortunately, it struck Leon behind me. It looked like he’d caught a massive steel ball as he was taken off his feet and rolled along the dirt road.
I got up and faced Cason. Neither of us had a weapon, it seemed. Again, I looked around. He couldn’t be here alone. Or was he just that confident?
No, I caught sight of one man coming around the chimney of a roof. He had a sword, a weapon I desperately wanted in my own hands. I looked across the street the other way and saw someone else hopping down from another roof. This man had a long staff. I wasn’t sure if it might be enchanted to enhance his ability somehow or if it was just a melee weapon. Either way, they were quickly surrounding us.
I saw one woman who still had not fled yet. “Get the guards!” I yelled to her.
She didn’t move, just gaped at me.
“Go!” I tried again.
I flinched as something fast moved in front of me. A cluster of clear energy smacked the woman hard enough to toss her into the wall of a building. She fell and did not move.
Cason laughed like a madman, a clear effect of the dteria. “You must see now that it is pointless to stand against me!”
Leon was getting back up with a groan. “Do you even hear yourself? Your mind is completely lost to the dark magic. And more importantly, you sound like an idiot!”
Cason showed gritted teeth as he motioned like he was throwing something at Leon. Another cluster of dteria flew at Leon faster than any man could toss a stone. Leon flicked his hand. A wall of water appeared in front of him.
The clear energy of dteria blasted the water, splashing Leon as he walked through unfazed. The rest of the water fell as a wall of fire quickly took its place.
Leon pushed out his hands and the fire obeyed, morphing into a spear as Leon commanded it at Cason. But the warlock absorbed the fire with another shell of dteria, the flames streaking over the energy to give it color and shape.
Leon was not deterred, shooting a second spear of fire right after the first. But Cason blocked this one in the same way.
I did not stay still any longer to see what happened with the third spear of fire. It seemed that Leon was the target, not me, as the swordsman and staff-holder closed in behind him.
I sprinted to the fallen woman. She wasn’t moving. I didn’t take the time to see if she was dead, readying Heal and casting it as I cupped the back of her head. I felt my mana find the slight crack to her skull just as I started to notice her blood on my hands.
The spell drained my stamina, but soon her eyes popped open. She looked afraid and lurched away.
“Get the guards!” I said as she fell down trying to get up and run away from me.
She looked back at me.
“The guards!” I said again.
“I will!”
I turned back to see Leon expelling all three enemies with a gust of wind that even knocked me down a good ten yards away.
I had figured Leon was powerful, but this was something else.
“It’s a damn trap!” Leon yelled as he ran toward me.
“You’re just now figuring that out?”
“Get to the castle! There’s bound to be more.”
We hadn’t sprinted more than a few paces before Cason flew down in front of us. Leon cursed him.
“Can’t ever beat me fairly, just like in the past,” Leon taunted. “You know what, Cason? I always thought you were a weak-willed idiot, but I never told you because you were always whining about how hard your life was, and I didn’t think you could handle the truth. Clearly, I should’ve told you a long time ago because you’re obviously too stupid to have figured it out for yourself. People like you should not use dteria, ever! You can’t handle it, just like you couldn’t handle being alone. You’re so weak and stupid, you couldn’t even tell that Jennava doesn’t give a shit about you anymore!”
Red-faced, Cason casted at Leon with a swing of his closed fist. A huge blast of dteria flew over our heads as we ducked. Cason cast again, this time too low. It struck the ground, spewing dirt at us.
Leon was already casting back, a jet of fire bathing Cason as the dark mage screamed and fell to get away from it.
“Cover my back, Jon,” Leon said as he walked toward Cason while continuing the fire spell.
Cason screamed as Leon cooked him, while I braced myself for the two charging enemies. Weaponless, I could not deal with either of them getting close.
Unable to cast two spells at the same time, I had to choose one enemy to strike. I had sparred with my father plenty of times, him with a sword and me without one. I could never win, but that was my father and this man was not. Besides, I was a sorcerer now.
I blasted the staff-wielder with a thick cluster of dvinia into his chest. I didn’t have nearly the same power as Cason with his dteria, but I could knock down the man, and it had to hurt.
The swordsman lunged at me. I moved to the side and grabbed his arm, but he lifted his palm with his other hand and hit me with a spell of dark magic.
I flew away from him. “Leon, watch out!” I yelled, temporarily taken out of the fight.
Leon looked behind him as he was about to be cut in half. He jumped toward Cason to avoid the strike.
Cason screamed as he put his hands on himself. I watched his charred flesh repair itself from his healing spell.
Fire isn’t going to finish him off quickly enough. We need a weapon.
Cason was slow getting up. I assisted Leon, his wind and my dvinia, as we blew the other two enemies back and turned our focus on Cason.
Or at least that’s what I thought we would do at first.
“Run,” Leon said as he darted around Cason with me right behind him.
But dteria clenched my torso and pulled me back. I groaned as I fought against it, trying to run in place and winning slightly, but then it lifted me up as my feet flailed.
Leon turned around. “Resist it, Jon!”
I tried to push against the spell with both my hands and my mana, but it didn’t seem to do much good. I looked back at Cason as I floated. Half his face was still burned off.
Leon unleashed another jet of fire, but this was directed at the staff-wielder who sprinted at him, forcing the man back. Next he targeted the charging swordsman. He couldn’t keep them away indefinitely. Soon the two of them were running around me to get at Leon.
I still couldn’t get my feet on the ground, and I couldn’t seem to resist the spell, either. But I could see that Cason was fatigued as he strained to keep hold of me, his outstretched arm shaky.
I assumed he couldn’t grab Leon because my instructor’s resistance was too strong. But Leon was not the fighter I was, and soon he would have to deal with the staff-wielder as he kept the swordsman back with fire.
I gave up trying to free myself and hit Cason with a weak spell of dvinia, as he was too far for it to be stronger. He stumbled back, but his ring of dteria held at my waist.
Leon flinched as he took a hard blow to his shoulder. I was too busy to see what happened to him after. I took the time to put everything I had into my next casting of Expel, this one aimed at Cason’s hideous face. It toppled Cason hard as his feet swept into the air.
I was finally free.
I watched Leon take another blow from the staff, this one to his chin. It staggered him as he lost his footing and started to fall. The swordsman was screaming, his shirt on fire, but the staff-wielder was free to strike Leon on his unprotected head.
I screamed as I charged the man. He gaped at me for just a moment before I shouldered him into the air.
He still had hold of his weapon, which meant I would still be weaponless. I knelt down and healed Leon’s face. He stopped groaning as his eyes came back into focus.
“Thanks,” he muttered as I helped him up.
The swordsman then dropped his sword to take off his burning shirt. I made a run for the weapon, but the staff mage struck me with a spell of Dislodge, and it did exactly what it was intended to do.
Disoriented at first, I realized too late that I was soaring toward the wall of a bakery and struck it hard.
I didn’t bother healing myself. Nothing was broken, though my shoulder hurt like hell. The swordsman, more interested in making sure he wasn’t still on fire than in the sword on the ground, didn’t see me coming as I slammed into his body and knocked him off his feet.
I grabbed up the sword and held it out as the staff mage started to come for me. He stopped.
“Heard of me, have you?” I taunted, feeling confident for the first time during this whole debacle.
He had a glower as he tried to find a safe way in, slowly circling. There was no point in either of us casting. It was too draining. This had to end with a weapon.
I could hear Leon fighting with Cason, but I couldn’t take my eyes off my enemy as he came at me with a thrust of his long staff.
It was damn quick, nearly breaking my nose as I leaned back. I tried to counterattack with my own lurch, but my sword didn’t reach him as he backed off too fast.
I cursed inwardly. He was skilled, and I had never fought someone with a long staff before.
A quick check to the side showed the swordsman coming toward me with a look of concentration. I didn’t know where he would aim his spell, but I tensed my body and my mana as he pushed out his hand toward me.
The clear energy of dteria sped at my ankles too fast for me to jump over. Knowing it would knock me down, I readied myself to fall, did so gracefully, then jumped up quickly enough to impale the staff mage as he went for a powerful overhead strike at my back.
He gasped as my sword caught him the stomach, his weapon falling. I pulled out my sword because I had to finish him before Cason could heal the man, but his weak spell of dteria forced me to stumble away.
The staff mage fell and tried to call out but couldn’t speak. I had a pang of guilt as I rushed him while he struggled to breathe. I didn’t want to kill any of these men, but they obviously wanted us dead and wouldn’t stop until we were.
I realized just before reaching him that if Cason was killed first, the others could be captured. I left the mage on the ground and turned to help Leon. My instructor was nearly flung into me as I looked his way. I thought for a moment to catch him, but ducking seemed like a better idea. Leon was not small.
He spiraled over me, leaving me to face Cason, but now I had a sword.
Cason looked like a wild animal who had fought himself to exhaustion as he collapsed to one knee. Leon had definitely burned him again, Cason’s tattered shirt loosely hanging around his stomach. He had fresh streaks of black and red across his neck and face. All his hair was gone.
He had underestimated us greatly.
I charged.
I felt an immense force of dteria surround Cason, but I didn’t see him preparing the spell with his hands. Before I could get to him, Cason shot into the air faster than a bird taking flight. Looking up at him soaring streets away, I saw someone else hovering above, just a silhouette with the sun behind him.
The man cast his hand down at me and a strong plate of dteria pressed me against the ground, but not before flipping me onto my stomach. I couldn’t get up, the spell too powerful. I couldn’t see what was happening.
Then, suddenly, it was gone, and so was the silhouette in the sky. Cason was far, I didn’t know exactly where. He had flown so high that a fall would’ve killed anyone else, but he could slow his fall whenever he needed. He would heal himself as soon as he was safe.
Given his injuries, Cason couldn’t have lifted himself to safety. Who was it I had seen?
The swordsman who Leon had burned fled from us, and we let him go. We had a prisoner, this dying mage at our feet.
“I can heal you,” I told him. “But only if you talk. Somebody just helped Cason, someone more powerful than him. Who was it?”
He could only seem to make a sound of pain for some time, but then a single word came out.
“Heal.”
“We’re taking him to the castle,” Leon said as he pulled the man up by his arms. “Keep an eye out for illusions, Jon.”
There was no one around us, but I did see a group of guards running toward us a street away. I didn’t think this dying man would make it to the castle, though. He would bleed out first.
The mage screamed and pulled his arms out of Leon’s hold, the pain obviously too much. “Heal…me!” he uttered.
“Just heal him enough so he can walk on his own,” Leon said. “We have to get out of here quickly.”
I took that to mean that Leon’s healing spell wouldn’t do anything for this kind of wound.
I bent down to place my hands over the bleeding opening and put my all into healing him for a few moments, watching the wound close. I gladly stopped as soon as his skin had been repaired, as he was screaming in agony right next to my ear.
“Come on, now.” Leon pulled him up by his arms again, this time getting the mage to his feet.
“I don’t know anything!” the man said.
“All right, give me the sword, Jon. If he has nothing to tell us, I’m going to kill him right now.”
I handed the blade to Leon, figuring he was bluffing, and took hold of the mage’s arms.
It seemed that the mage thought the same thing, refusing to speak as Leon lifted the sword over the man’s heart.
But then Leon made a face as if he was about to push the blade hard.
“Wait!” the mage yelled.
“What do you know?” Leon asked.
“A lot, but I want a deal.”
I demanded, “Tell us who saved Cason, and we will consider giving you a reduced charge.”
“I will only speak with the king.”
“Then you will die,” Leon said and put the point of the sword over the man’s heart again. “Last chance.” Leon motioned that he would push the tip in.
“I’m only speaking to the king,” the mage reiterated.
As Leon’s face crossed with anger, I feared he might kill this man while I held his arms from behind. I didn’t anticipate the blade going all the way through and piercing me, but this was not a place I wanted to be standing if this was really going to happen.
Three guards arrived. “We were told Cason was here,” said one, all out of breath.
“He was,” I notified them. “Cason attacked us with this man and one other. The other escaped, and so did Cason.”
“Which way?” asked a guard.
“I didn’t see where Cason went. Leon?” I asked.
“Negative, but I burned the other one pretty good. He ran off that way.” Leon pointed the opposite way the guards had come. “You three should go after him.”
“What about Cason?” asked one of the men.
“You’re not going to catch him without sorcery,” Leon said.
It was true. Cason should be able to escape any number of guards, unless one or more of them was skilled with a bow.
“Leave a pair of shackles,” Leon said.
One of the guards handed over a pair. Then they took off.
Leon cuffed the man behind his back.
“Come on,” Leon said. He grabbed the man by his hair with one hand and held the sword against him with the other. With a little pull to his hair, then a push to his back, he got the man to start walking in front of us. The mage did so with a hunch, a hand over his stomach.
He should still be injured internally. I could feel that my spell hadn’t fully healed him yet, just closed his wound. I was confident I could repair any damage that had been done as I watched him stagger a couple times. He could suffer for now, though.
Leon was clearly on guard, glancing around frequently, which made me think that this was still not over. He had mentioned to look out for illusions earlier, but if there were others who were going to attack, wouldn’t they have already done so?
“What are you looking out for?” I asked him.
“Cason. He can cloak himself like that elf.”
He was talking about Eslenda.
“Then why didn’t he turn invisible earlier?” I wondered.
“Because of the difficulty of the spell. Not even that elf could remain invisible and act. It takes too much concentration and effort. Cason can probably barely move while he’s cloaked, but I know from Jennava that he can cloak.”
“So then he couldn’t kill us while cloaked.”
“It’s not us I’m worried about. Can you move any faster?” Leon complained to the mage.
“Not unless Jon heals me more.”
“That’s not happening,” Leon said. “You’re not running away from us.”
“Then this is as fast as I can go.”
“How do you know my name?” I asked. “Who is the one talking?”
“Not until we speak with the king and he agrees to a contract bound by ordia.”
“What do you hope this contract will say?” Leon asked skeptically. “You think you’re going to be free after this? The best you can hope for is a reduced sentence, and your best bet of getting one is by cooperating with us now. Who the hell is talking? How do you and the others know about Jon?”
I was glad to see someone besides myself getting so pissed off about this betrayal.
“I’m not going to say anything until the contract is ready.”
“Wait,” Leon said. “Did you see something?”
“Where?” I asked.
“Right ahead of us.” He pointed. “I think there’s someone there.”
I started to make out a clear silhouette in the shape of a man just five yards in front of us. Leon and I both let go of the mage at the same time as we ran at Cason, but then he appeared with a black bow, an arrow aimed in between Leon and me.
Leon and I casted at the same time, him Wind and me Expel, but it was too late. Cason let the arrow go. I flinched, but it passed right between us and struck the mage in the chest.
“Shit. Go heal him, Jon!” Leon yelled as he ran after Cason.
I sprinted back and put my hands around the arrow, then started to heal. The mage was groaning weakly, his eyes closing. The arrow seemed to have struck him straight in the heart.
I panicked, casting as I told my mana to heal his heart. I felt it start to work, but was it too late?
The strain was nearly unbearable, as I was still tired from this long ordeal. I shut my eyes and focused hard. There was so much damage to his heart, the arrow still stuck within. I couldn’t do anything to stop it.
This wasn’t going to work. I had to cease my spell to attempt to pull the arrow out, but it wouldn’t budge. I tried to go back to healing.
It was too late. His eyes were shut. His body was limp.
He was gone.
I cursed as I got up and turned around, but Leon was alone in the street.
“Where’d he go?” I asked frantically.
“Into the damn sky again! But this time he lifted himself.”
“How can you be sure?”
“Because he was fully healed, Jon, and I saw him cast the spell. Besides, he didn’t take off as quickly as last time.”
“So you saw the other man as well?”
“I couldn’t see shit with the sun behind him.”
“Do you have any idea who it could be?”
“Not a clue.”
Leon’s voice didn’t have the same sharp tone as before. Was he lying to me?
“Leon, if you have even a guess you have to tell me.”
“What do you think not a clue means? I don’t goddamn know!”
Now he sounded more certain, but I still wasn’t sure. Leon cursed as he threw the sword at the ground.




CHAPTER ELEVEN

More of the city guards had arrived by then. After we explained what happened, some left to aid the others in searching for the mage Leon had burned. Others took care of the body of the one Cason had killed.
The dead man had papers on him, an identity. Perhaps Byron Lawson might find out something. It wasn’t a surprise to find papers on him. Everyone in Lycast was required to carry papers with an official marking, and Byron’s guards had been asking to see the papers of anyone who appeared suspicious. To not carry them was pretty much an admission of guilt.
I picked up the staff of the dead man but dropped it immediately and stepped away.
“Enchanted with dteria?” Leon asked.
“Yeah.”
“I’ll take it back to be destroyed.”
My mana was altered from just the moment I’d touched it. “You sure?” I asked.
“Remember how long I used an essence to teach all of you to resist? I’ll be fine.” Leon picked it up, shuddered for a moment, then started heading back.
We were quiet the whole way he carried it back to the castle.
It was a shock when we arrived to see that the king was in the courtyard. He seemed to be speaking to Kataleya, but everyone else had gathered to listen—all other sorcerers, and even Jennava and Barrett circling around. As Leon and I got closer, and I saw the dark look on Michael’s face, I realized something was very wrong.
“Did you speak to him about Jon’s mana?” the king was asking Kataleya as we joined the gathering around the two of them.
“Speak to whom?” I asked, figuring I could butt in as this pertained to me.
“Her father,” the king said.
Leon tossed the dteria-enchanted staff away from us. “What’s going on?” he asked the king.
“Kataleya must be asked a few questions. Silence, everyone, except for Kataleya. Answer the question. Did you speak to him about Jon’s mana?”
Kataleya appeared confused. “I believe I spoke about everyone’s ranges a little. Jon’s was so wide a range I’m sure I mentioned it. I don’t understand why this would be wrong, sire. My father is involved with you in many affairs. I thought you trusted him and the rest of my family.”
The king, tall with broad shoulders, towered over Kataleya, who wasn’t exactly small, but none of the girls was particularly tall.
“Did you also tell your father that you would be going to Koluk with Jon and Reuben to help Leon’s friend?” the king questioned.
“Sire, you can’t possibly think—” Leon began.
“Leon!” The king shot a look over his shoulder. “I don’t want to ask these questions, but it must be done. Kataleya, answer my questions right away. Don’t hesitate.”
Her eyes, wide in alarm, were gray with a hint of green. The wind blew a thick lock of her blonde hair in front of her face. “No, I didn’t speak to anyone about that until after everything was done!” she said, her tone showing her insult. “No one in my family, not even my father, knew about us leaving the castle. I did tell him what happened later, but he had already found out from you, sire! I don’t see what the point is of these questions. You can’t possibly suspect my family of acting against you. The Yorns have been nothing but loyal to you and your family, even before you were king.”
“Search her room,” the king told his councilman. “Feel for anything enchanted.”
Barrett showed indifference as he nodded and hurried off to the apartments.
“I swear I haven’t done anything wrong, and I’m sure my father hasn’t, either!” Kataleya protested. “You know him very well, sire. He cares about our cause. If he didn’t, he never would’ve allowed me to risk my life for you. I promised I would not allow harm to come to you. I signed a binding contract. How could I do anything like you suggest? I don’t understand what you’ve heard to make you think it was my family.”
“No harm has come my way,” Nykal intoned. “But my enemies used information about us in an attempt to corrupt Jon and kill Grufaeragar. Anyone who took an oath to protect me could’ve aided these attempts without breaking the oath.”
“I promise I didn’t,” Kataleya said.
Barrett returned to the courtyard. He’d been too fast to do a thorough search of her entire quarters, which meant he must’ve found something. Barrett approached the king and whispered into his ear.
The king listened for just a moment before he leaned away from Barrett. “Show me.”
Barrett reluctantly took a dark ring out of his pocket to give to the king. Nykal held it in front of his eyes and looked closely. Then he took two callrings out of his pocket for comparison. Eden had enchanted them after Charlie had molded them from a special type of metal. Nykal looked at the three rings on his palm. The one found in Kataleya’s room was of a different shade.
Nykal turned his attention back to Kataleya, as did everyone else. Her mouth slowly fell open. She pointed at the ring the king held.
“That is a callring?” she asked.
He nodded.
“And it was found in my room?”
He nodded again.
Kataleya’s face went white. “That is not mine! I’ve never even seen it before!”
“You used this to notify my enemies that the castle would be unguarded,” Nykal said. “By keeping it in your room you clearly planned to use it again. What for? What’s Cason’s next step? I promise that if you cooperate your punishment will be much less severe.”
“Sire, please believe me,” Kataleya said. “I have never seen that ring before. Someone could’ve put it in my room. As you know, we don’t have keys. We can only lock our doors from the inside.” Her gaze darted at Barrett. “But Barrett has a key to all our rooms. For all I know, he could’ve planted the ring there. Or it could have been anyone else in the castle!”
Nykal appeared annoyed. “I have known Barrett Edgar my whole life. He would never betray me, and we have already investigated everyone else who works here.”
“Well, my family wouldn’t betray you, either!” Kataleya spoke with balled fists. “Somebody put that ring in my room. They want you to suspect me.” She glared at all of us. “Which one of you did this? And why me?”
“Hold on.” Leon stepped into the makeshift circle with the king and Barrett. “What did I miss that led you to accuse Kataleya?”
“He hasn’t told any of us,” Kataleya said. “And I have no idea what it could be.”
“Have all of you forgotten that we captured a few dark mages from Rohaer after the battle in Curdith Forest?” Nykal accused.
“And one finally spoke?” Leon asked.
“More than one has been speaking for some time now, but nothing they’ve given us has made much sense. Until now.”
“Are they being tortured, sire?” I asked cautiously. I knew these men had come here to kill and pillage, but I still hoped there was a better way to get them to talk.
“No, Jon. Torture is more likely to get a false answer than a true one. I reason with them. None of these men want to remain in the dungeon for years, but none are quick to betray Cason, either. They are scared of him and of their own king’s retribution if they speak. Considering it takes a lot to frighten a man who has been corrupted by dteria, I would assume Cason and King Frederick’s threats against their own men are very real. One has agreed to assist us in exchange for freedom and a bit of coin when this is all over. The information he gave us seems to be accurate so far.” Nykal glanced at Kataleya.
“He claimed my father is working for Cason?” she asked.
“No, he explained what Cason’s plan used to be before we took out his army in the forest. Those one hundred troops had come from Rohaer, and they were to take Koluk, like Cason had told Jennava. They would force all men in Koluk to join them or kill those who didn’t. Correct, Jennava?”
“Yes,” she said. “He didn’t tell me what would happen after he built up a quick army in Koluk.”
“We thought he might have planned to attack Tryn or the capital,” Nykal said, “but this doesn’t seem to be the case. His plan was a lot more devious than that.”
“Oh, he would use the threat,” Jennava said. “I see it now.”
“Yes,” Nykal agreed.
The rest of us seemed confused, however.
“Explain,” Leon said.
“Once his army was a threat to Tryn or Newhaven,” Nykal gestured at himself, “I would be forced to gather my army in case he marched. Coin would be needed to pay these men.”
“Oh,” Leon said, and I was beginning to understand as well.
Kataleya broke in. “There are other families besides mine who could be involved in this plot, sire!”
“One other,” he said with a lifted finger. “And his family will be investigated as well, but we found a callring in your room.”
“But it isn’t mine,” she growled in restraint. “Someone set me up. Whoever this other family is, I’m sure it was them.”
“None of them have been in the castle, Kataleya. They couldn’t possibly have snuck a callring into your room.”
“Then someone here is helping them!”
“I don’t understand,” Charlie exclaimed. “How does the king needing to pay for an army mean a noble family betrayed us?”
“I will explain,” the king said. “But before that, there is more this dark mage shared that all of you need to know.”
“You’re not worried about Kataleya telling her father?” Charlie asked, confused.
“Charlie, I didn’t do this!” she said.
He looked at her nervously before glancing back at the king.
“What I’m going to do with Kataleya will make it impossible for her to tell her family anything until we get all of this sorted out.”
She shot a look at the open portcullis across the courtyard.
“If you run, it will be an admission of guilt,” Nykal warned.
A tear ran down her cheek. “Please, sire. I promise you I’ve never seen that callring before. Bind me to a contract to tell the truth.”
“I’m sure you’re aware that the truth cannot be forced out through binding contracts. They can only incite or prevent actions.”
“Then bind me with a contract in any way you see fit. I promise I have not done anything like you accuse, and I’m willing to prove it however you wish.”
Barrett stepped in. “Kataleya, you know better than anyone how ordia works. Leon explained that you were the most knowledgeable when you came here. Contracts cannot force anyone to tell the truth no matter how we might phrase them.”
“I don’t know how ordia works.” She wiped another tear. “Leon? What did you say?”
I was having difficulty watching this go on, but I couldn’t look away.
Leon scowled at the king’s councilman. “Kataleya never gave me the impression she knows about all that ordia sh—rules. I never said she did.” He turned his attention to the king. “I don’t think she did this, sire.”
“Then who do you think did?”
He put his hand on his chin. “I want to know more about this other noble family.”
“I already told you none of them could have put a callring in Kataleya’s room.”
Leon looked at Barrett. “I know you say you trust him, sire, but I’m not so sure.”
Barrett appeared so offended I wondered if it was an act. He took a breath and glanced at the king.
“Sire, Nykal…”
Nykal put up his hand. “I know it’s not you, Barrett. Leon, how much does Kataleya actually know about ordia?”
“I don’t know. We never spoke about it. Jennava?”
Jennava looked at Kataleya, who shrugged in frustration as another tear fell down her cheek.
“We haven’t spoken about it,” Jennava told the king.
“I’ve mostly studied mana in the range of fire and water,” Kataleya said, some hope in her tone. “I’ve heard of binding contracts and enchants, but never callrings before Charlie and Eden brought them up.” She paused. “What can I do to prove this? There must be something.”
“You are to do nothing right now,” Nykal said. “Barrett take her to her room and finish the search for anything else that might be enchanted. I will explain the rest to the other sorcerers.”
“Please, sire!” Kataleya pleaded. “There has to be some way to prove my innocence! I never would do anything to hurt you…or anyone here! Aliana, Eden…” She held her gaze on them.
Eden opened her mouth but didn’t say anything. Aliana looked down.
“Reuben!” Kataleya said, her head swinging to him.
“I don’t know you that well, Kataleya,” Reuben said nervously.
“She’s been a good friend,” Aliana said.
“She has,” Eden added, then put her hand over the back of her neck. “I trusted…I trust her, I mean.”
I also felt like I trusted her. Kataleya had always been open and straightforward with me. She’d taught me about mana before Leon had. She’d explained how water and other elements could be made from mana. She’d complimented my looks and defended me against Reuben, when he’d been quite a bother before I’d saved his life. I’d always enjoyed the time I’d spent with Kataleya.
She didn’t seem so dumb as to leave a callring in her room, but was my heart speaking for me in this matter? It hurt to see her beautiful face contorted in pain. It didn’t seem that Nykal allowed pity to take a role in his decision, and I wasn’t sure it should for the rest of us, either. Someone was a traitor. Someone might bring great harm to us. We needed to find out who.
“This is not about her being a good friend,” Nykal said. “Cason and Jennava were once good friends. It proves nothing. Kataleya, go willingly with Barrett and you will be heard again. Refuse, and you will be held in the dungeon instead of your room.”
Barrett gestured for her to walk ahead of him as he turned.
She huffed out in anger, then stomped off, Barrett close behind.
“Now will you explain?” Charlie complained to the king.
Charlie hadn’t even waited until Kataleya was out of earshot, but I’m sure everyone knew he didn’t mean to offend.
“Yes, Charlie.” The king let out his breath as he watched Kataleya enter the apartments. “If Cason had gathered an army in Koluk, I would’ve needed coin to support an army to stand against him. Coin that I do not have.”
“So what would you do?” Charlie asked.
“I would have to impose a crisis tax on the kingdom. I would send out tax collectors to gather the necessary coin to pay for this army. I had figured this might be necessary one day soon, and I had figured Cason would’ve been aware of the tax collectors. I had assumed he would try to take the capital or Tryn before I could pay enough men to squash his rebellion. He would still lose in the end, however. Even if he did take a city, eventually he would be defeated. Unless, of course, more troops from Rohaer came to his aid, but the snow prevents large numbers of them from traveling. Are all of you following?”
We nodded.
Nykal continued, “However, according to one of the dark mages from Rohaer, Cason never planned to take any other city besides Koluk. He was only to use the threat of attacking so I would collect a crisis tax. His true plan was to strike the tax collectors after they had gathered coin. To do this, he would have to know how many there were, where they were, and what kind of protection was with them. Only two men besides myself would know this information. One is Luther Prigg and the other is Whitley Yorn, Kataleya’s father. They know because they must. The tax collectors would be traveling through land that the two men oversee. I require their support to offer my collectors aid. If one of them was working with Cason, you might see how easy it would be to ensure maximum coin is taken.”
“Oh, I understand,” Charlie said. “And you think it’s Kataleya’s father and not Luther Prigg because it has to be someone who has already been getting information about us to Cason.”
“Yes, and the callring, of course. I’m holding the other two callrings you made. This other was brought into the castle or even made here in order to signal something to my enemies.”
“This Luther Prigg could be setting up Kataleya,” Leon said.
“I have told you too many times that no one associated with him has been to the castle in weeks!”
“So it’s someone you don’t know is associated with him!” Leon argued.
“Leon, you will be quiet and listen to my plan. Then I will take your input.”
Leon seemed to be holding his breath before he nodded.
“Can I ask something?” I tried.
“Certainly, Jon.”
“What was Cason going to do with all this coin? It might give us a hint as to what he plans now.”
We still hadn’t informed the king what had occurred just a few streets away from here. Neither Leon nor I had a callring with us. Apparently, we both figured there was no need for one, but now I didn’t see myself leaving the castle without one.
“Yes, I was getting to that. The dark mage claims that the plan was for Cason and the others to take this coin back to Rohaer.”
A silence passed.
“They were just going to leave?” Charlie asked.
Michael answered. “Oh, they would be back, Charlie. And with all their friends.”
“What do you mean?”
“Michael’s right,” Nykal said. “This coin is needed by the king of Rohaer to support the army he’s training.”
“So this is good news.” I said. “He’ll lose much of his army.”
“Only if Cason doesn’t find another way to get coin to the king he’s clearly allegiant to. Unfortunately, we don’t know how he’s planning to get it, but clearly he’s involved with one of the two noble families. Both the Priggs and the Yorns have helped the kingdom immensely with the training and supplying of both soldiers and weaponry. It is difficult to believe either of them would also be helping Cason, but it does explain everything…unless any of you has any evidence you would like to submit?”
We looked around at each other.
The king asked, “Charlie, did you mention Jon’s range of mana to anyone. Perhaps the blacksmith?”
“I didn’t until after Leon sent us off to train in solitude.”
I had accepted the essence of dteria from the illusionist before that.
“Did anyone else mention it to anyone before solitude?”
“I told my mother,” Aliana said. “But she promised she wouldn’t speak of it to anyone. I’m sorry if that was wrong.”
“Did you also inform your mother that everyone was leaving the castle, before it came under attack?”
“No.”
“Sire…” Barrett began.
“I know someone could’ve seen everyone leaving and informed the dark mages,” Nykal said. “But it’s still important to ask. Aliana, what else did you mention to her about Jon?”
“Um.” She glanced at me shyly for a moment. “Just about his personality and such.”
Seeing as how she didn’t say what it was, she’d probably told her mother I was arrogant and didn’t care about others. It was the assumption she had about me when we were first getting to know each other. I was glad when she finally admitted that I didn’t seem to be the person she had assumed I was, but I hadn’t spoken with Aliana much since then. We had both been quite busy except when eating, but I never sat with her. I didn’t know how her perception of me might’ve shifted. Perhaps her opinion had reverted to how it used to be.
“Nothing about him being a bladedancer?” the king asked. “The dark mages who attacked Jon identified him as one.”
“No.”
“I mentioned to my mother that he was a battle wizard,” Eden said.
The king let out a sigh. “All right, when?”
“A while ago. I don’t remember exactly.”
“This is becoming messy, sire,” Barrett said. “Perhaps we should conduct separate interviews with each sorcerer?”
“No. We will finish this promptly now. Who else mentioned this to someone?”
Michael put down his head as he raised his hand with what seemed to be embarrassment.
“To whom?” the king asked.
“A woman at a tavern. I…uh, never got her name.”
“And you were telling her about Jon?” the king asked incredulously.
“I just told her that I train with a number of sorcerers, and I listed some of them. An enchanter, a fire mage, a ranger, and a bladedancer. I thought it was fine to discuss this since our enemies were already aware of us.”
Eden commented, “And you thought it might help you get in her pants.”
“Hey.” Michael pointed at Eden. “I was only in there looking for corruption. I had to have a drink to blend in.”
“Sure.”
“It’s fine, Michael,” the king said. “Yes, our enemies already know much about all of us because of a leak. Anyone else? Now is the time to admit it. It will not look good for you if it comes out later in our investigations.”
No one said anything.
“I will have Aliana’s mother and Eden’s mother questioned.”
“What about Michael’s bar wench?” Eden asked.
“I’m not too concerned about her or who else heard about Jon’s class, frankly. It’s not a vulnerability. You all seem to have the proper judgment not to divulge anything that could create vulnerabilities, so let me just remind you to keep it that way. Someone is actively working against us, and I will find out who soon enough. Kataleya’s father is our primary suspect right now. Leon, Jennava, I need your help. There must be some way we can spy on Whitley Yorn without him knowing. We need to observe every guest or meeting he has to figure out if he could be connected to Cason. I also want Luther Prigg investigated. I believe there’s only one sorcerer who can spy for us, and I want her watching Whitley. Can one of you find the elf from the forest who, I was told, can cloak herself?”
“I could try,” Leon said, “but I never got to know her.”
“Neither did I, sire,” Jennava said.
“I spoke with her a while before everyone else arrived,” I said. “And I met her earlier with Aliana and Eden when we first went into the forest. I’m pretty sure she trusts me, after she saw what I did to get troops in the forest.”
He scowled at me for a moment. “Yes, you are probably right. Do you believe you could convince her to help us, though?”
“I’m not sure. She’s steadfast in her purpose, which seems to be remaining in the forest and watching for Rohaer’s soldiers. But I could ask her to teach me how to use an illusion. It is within my range.”
The king glanced at Leon. “How long might it take Jon to learn to cloak himself?”
“I defer to Jennava for all spells of ordia.”
Jennava looked at me. She had gray hair, but wore it in a youthful tail behind her head. She looked a fair amount of years older than Leon, but I figured she was younger.
I hadn’t gotten to know her very well, but we did speak at length when I met her in Koluk. Together, we had come up with the plan to intercept Rohaer’s one hundred troops in the forest. I figured she trusted me.
“I don’t know much about illusions except that they are extremely difficult,” she said, “but Leon mentioned that you went from knowing nothing about mana to learning Expel in a few days. Given that information, it might be possible to learn an illusion spell in a few days as well.”
“Could it be possible in a shorter time?” the king asked.
“Are you comfortable with ordia yet?” Jennava asked me.
I shook my head. “I’ve only been working on offensive spells, nothing with ordia.”
“Then probably not.”
“I’ve decided then,” the king announced. “Jon, you will go into the forest and try to convince the elf to assist us. If she won’t leave the forest, then learn how to perform an illusion and return here to practice. In the meantime, I will have men watching Whitley and Luther without tipping them off that I suspect them.”
“My best chance of learning the spell quickly is by staying in the forest while I practice,” I said. “But it might be better if I don’t go at all. Cason is likely to attack again.”
“Again?” Nykal asked.
“Jon and I just fought him and a couple others.” Leon gestured at the enchanted staff he’d tossed away from us earlier. “That cursed thing belongs to a dead man.”
“Is it actually cursed?” Charlie asked.
“No, enchanted with essence of dteria,” I clarified for Leon.
“What happened to Cason?” Nykal asked.
“He was saved by someone who lifted him into the air,” I said. “We didn’t get a good look at whoever it was.”
“Why didn’t you mention this earlier?” the king asked.
“There was no hurry,” Leon explained. “The dead man was already dead, and the rest escaped. We sent guards looking for them, but Cason and the one who saved him can lift themselves higher than any building, and Cason can cloak himself. Maybe the other can as well. They’re almost impossible to catch or kill until they make themselves vulnerable through another attack, and that’s not going to be now.”
“How do you know that?” Nykal asked.
“Because they clearly thought they were going to kill both of us, and they lost.” Leon spoke about all this casually, while I felt just a tad bit more alarmed about everything. “They need a new plan of attack. New plans take time. Also, I did burn off Cason’s eyebrows and some of his hair. It’s going to be easy for anyone to recognize him when he’s not using an illusion. Can’t heal hair.”
“Let me get this straight,” the king said. “Cason and a few men ambushed you and Jon, but they underestimated you and had to flee with the help of a dark mage who lifted Cason into the air?”
“That’s right,” Leon said.
“But this other powerful dark mage was not part of the ambush?”
“No.”
“Why not?”
Leon lifted a finger. “Actually, that’s a very good question.”
I caught Leon’s gaze only to shrug at him. I hadn’t wondered that yet.
The king appeared angry. “You told me you wouldn’t need the callring.”
“And I didn’t.”
“You and Jon could’ve been killed by Cason.”
“No, I knew we could handle Cason just fine, like we did. Besides, I didn’t expect him to find us. It was only because Jon had to heal a curse. The witch or warlock who set the curse must’ve told Cason where they felt it disappear, and Cason went to investigate. Then he found us. If he wasn’t so stupid, he would’ve run rather than engaged us. He’s not a threat, sire. He’s a nuisance.”
I thought Leon was being a little too confident.
“You’re taking a callring next time,” the king demanded. “There’s no reason not to.”
“Fine.”
The king stared at Leon for a moment before he looked up and away and seemed to mull something over.
“Cason’s first plan was stopped, and now his second has likely been slowed,” Nykal said. “With my replacement of the corrupt head guard, he’s running out of options to usurp power or coin. I wouldn’t say he is a threat to the kingdom anymore, but he still is to all of you if he catches one of you without Leon nearby.”
The king glanced at us and took his time. “I was already aware that a dteria sorcerer with Cason’s power has the ability to lift himself higher than these castle walls. I have increased my guard. All of us are safe while we are here. If Cason did attack the castle, even with the aid of other dark mages as powerful as himself, it would be a battle we would win.”
He paused as he stared at Leon. “I’m glad you went with Jon, but we can’t have you babysitting my sorcerers every time they need to leave the castle.”
“Jon held his own,” Leon said. “As I’m sure many of the sorcerers can now.”
I gave Leon a doubtful look. Had I been alone against Cason and the two others, I wasn’t sure I would be standing here now.
“You can always run away,” Leon said to me. “All of you can.”
“Cason can grab people and suspend them in the air,” I felt inclined to remind Leon. “It was how I saw Cason kill a man the first time I encountered him.”
“A man without sorcery,” Leon countered. “All of you could defend yourselves.”
Eden cleared her throat. “Excuse me.”
“I’m obviously talking about every combat sorcerer, Eden. Of course you, Aliana, Charlie, and Reuben should not be leaving the castle unless you are accompanied by me or Jenn.”
“Which leads us to the task at hand,” the king said. “Jon, I want you to learn how to perform an illusion. It is a valuable skill that may even help you in combat against dark mages. So yes, it is better if you go rather than stay here even with the risk of Cason still at large. Now I just need to figure out who to send with you to keep you safe. I believe the chances of an imminent attack against you or this castle are low. Byron has done a fine job disrupting the activity of the dark mages in the city. Any large-scale endeavor would have been detected.
“I suspect instead that Cason plans to leave for Rohaer soon enough to join Frederick’s army and wait for the end of winter. But Cason might try one last attempt at weakening us or stealing from me or my people if we allow him time to plan and organize. Jennava or Leon, would either of you benefit from time in the forest like these young sorcerers?”
All of this rumination was a clear reminder that the king was still figuring out how best to utilize us, while Cason was still figuring out how best to destroy us. I appreciated his majesty’s candor with us, but we had already almost lost Reuben and Grufaeragar because we weren’t prepared. I felt that we were better equipped to deal with our enemies now compared to before. But we still had a ways to go before I would feel safe, like I did when I first came here, when my only worry was how to prove myself.
I missed those times.
One other thing was starting to become clear from all this. Being king was something that took time to learn. Every day, Nykal’s inexperience seemed to show more and more. At least he knew to trust the right people. Byron was an excellent choice for a head guard, and Leon was turning out to be a better instructor than I’d realized.
We were the biggest risk of all, however—me and the other seven sorcerers. I was fairly certain that not many leaders in his position would’ve spent what little coin they had on inexperienced sorcerers but rather would’ve attempted to start building their army with soldiers who’d seen combat.
I desperately wanted to prove Nykal right, and I had a feeling the rest of my peers did as well.
Except for one of us, and I really had trouble believing it was Kataleya.
“When you’ve used sorcery as long as we have, sire,” Jennava said, “a day or two in the forest isn’t going to make a difference. It helps most when learning a new skill.”
“Then the rest of you will go with Jon, so long as it will help you improve. That is, if Leon believes all of you are ready to ride a horse out of the city and defend each other from a possible attack.”
“Certainly,” Leon said. “Jenn and I can stay here to defend the castle, if that’s what you’re hinting at.”
“I am. Jon, take the callring and tracker ring. Leon will have the others.”
The king passed a callring to me, but then he paused and looked at Charlie. “Where is the tracker ring?”
“I have to fetch it from my room. Can I go to the forest as well, King Nykal?” he asked, sounding younger than he looked. “I wouldn’t benefit from time there, but I don’t want to stay here alone. I want to meet the elf.”
“Yes, that is fine.”
“What about Kataleya?” Leon asked the king.
He sighed as he put his hand to his chin. “She is harmless now that she will be watched. If she is indeed innocent, she shouldn’t miss out on this time in the forest. She will stay with all of you. Aliana, Eden, and Remi, you will be responsible for making sure at least one of you has her in sight at all times. All times, understand?”
“Even while sleeping?” Eden asked.
“You will sleep around her. She is not to speak to any citizen on the way to the forest or on the way back. She will be delivered right to me, wherever I am in the castle, when you all return together. Do not separate from each other. No one is going to be alone any longer, and not just because the forest is dangerous. I want all of you to keep eyes on each other and report anything suspicious directly to me or Barrett.”
I knew I should be concerned about one of my peers, but I was more worried about the creatures in the forest. Looking at Eden and Aliana as they met my gaze with fearful expressions, I was sure they felt the same way. The memory of the cantar going for my throat even after I’d buried two arrows in the beast was still vivid in all our minds.
“We understand,” Michael said for us. “We’ll leave…after supper, right?”
“Yes,” the king said. “Do not stay in the forest more than two days, even if you do not find the elf.”
Aliana asked, “Will Kataleya be eating with us in the dining hall?” She looked up toward the apartments, prompting all of us to glance in the same direction.
Kataleya was watching us from her window with a menacing glare. She grabbed her curtains and yanked them closed.
“She will eat alone in her room and join you all as you leave,” Nykal said. “I will inform her that she, along with everyone else, is to be monitored from now on until we determine the source of the leak.”
“So do you think it was her after all?” Charlie asked.
“What I think does not matter. The possibility exists, so precautious must be taken. I’m sure Kataleya will come to understand that, though it might take her some time.”




CHAPTER TWELVE

We had to ride slowly. Not everyone felt comfortable on their mount. Charlie seemed especially nervous as he gripped the reins of his white horse tightly. I led our group out of the castle and headed through Newhaven.
We drew many looks from the people as we remained vigilant. The feeling that any of these people could be a dark mage was one I hoped to get rid of one day soon, but first we had to figure out which of us was working with the enemy.
It was a tense ride out of the castle. I was used to hearing chatter among the girls, but they were silent as they followed behind us boys. Kataleya rode between Eden and Aliana, with Remi behind all. I could feel Kataleya’s anger like heat on my back. She had seemed honest during her pleadings to the king. I didn’t believe she had betrayed us, but there was a chance I was wrong.
We were silent the whole way to the forest. We were even quiet during the first mile as we rode deeper into the woods. I knew Eslenda could find us easier than we would find her, but I was eager to finally break the silence as I drew breath to shout.
“Eslenda!” I called out. Then louder, “Eslenda, it’s Jon! We need to speak.”
There was no reply, just the horses huffing.
So we rode on. I called out for Eslenda a few more times, but we didn’t hear back.
I asked Aliana behind me, “Do you sense anyone?”
“No, just some small animals.”
Kataleya muttered something about Aliana.
“What did you say?” Aliana asked.
Kataleya usually had a smile on her face, but she looked like a different person as she scowled now. Her blonde hair was in disarray, her eyes red.
“I said you could be lying,” she told Aliana confidently.
Aliana glared at her. “Why would you say that?”
“Because I think it was you who put the ring in my room.”
Now Aliana muttered something as she shook her head.
“Speak up,” Kataleya demanded.
“You’re insane to think I did that. I’m your friend.”
“You were my friend, you mean. Or you pretended to be, at least.”
With all of us still on our mounts, Aliana looked at Eden, but Eden just glanced around nervously at the rest of us, her gaze resting on Michael.
“Kataleya, I don’t know if this is the right time…” Michael began.
“No, we are going to discuss this right now! Get off your horses.”
“We need to find Eslenda,” Aliana said.
“Of course you would try to keep this conversation from happening,” Kataleya accused.
“I have nothing to hide!”
“Neither do I!” Kataleya said, her loud voice beginning to startle the horses.
“Kataleya,” Michael said. “The animals.”
“Everyone off your horses now!” Kataleya demanded.
Reuben argued, “You do not have the authority to give such an order, especially after what you are accused of.”
“Get off your horses now, or I’m going to start screaming!”
“We’re getting off,” I announced. There was no point in trying to calm her down. She would scare the animals first.
We all begrudgingly tied up our mounts and walked some distance from the animals. We formed a loose circle, most of us separating from each other more than usual.
Kataleya looked at each of us as if we had betrayed her. Her gaze lingered on me for a little while. I showed her a sad look that she ignored.
“I can’t believe all of you think I could’ve done this,” she said. “No one stood up for me. Even now.”
I noticed many hanging their heads, but I looked right at Kataleya. “I don’t want to speak for everyone,” I said, “but I can guess they are feeling the same as me right now.”
“Which is?” she asked.
“It is hard to believe that you signaled for the dark mages to enter the castle so they could kill Grufaeragar. I don’t think even the king wants to believe it was you. But it appears that someone did do that with a callring that later was found in your room. I understand you haven’t always locked your door when leaving. I’m sure all of us haven’t, either.”
“I have,” Charlie interrupted.
“So have I,” Reuben added.
“The point is, we don’t know who put the callring there,” I responded to them. “Any of us could be working with Cason. We understand, Kataleya, that someone could’ve framed you. But it’s strange, you must admit, that your father is the only person connected to any of us who the king mentioned.”
“He mentioned one other man,” Kataleya said pointedly. “Luther Prigg. Am I right, Charlie?”
“Charlie, don’t—”
“How’d you know?” Charlie asked at the same time Michael was trying to stop him. “Did you hear the king mention him?” he asked Kataleya.
“No, you just confirmed my suspicions. During the time I was alone I was thinking through all of this. The Priggs are the other noble family who the king collaborates with when collecting taxes. Have any of you met Luther Prigg?”
“What are you getting at?” Aliana asked.
“Because I have,” Kataleya said with a thumb to her chest. “Anyone? Reuben?”
“My family doesn’t speak with the Priggs. We believe Luther to be…” He stopped himself.
“What?” Kataleya prompted. “It’s important that you say it.”
“Less than nobility.”
“And why is that?” she prompted again.
“Because of his alleged affairs with common women. However, he is not a dishonest man, like you imply.”
“Is it not dishonest to break your wedding vows?”
“It doesn’t prove he’s the one working with the dark mages. And there is not even any proof of his infidelity. This is what you’ve stopped us to discuss?” Reuben sounded furious. “Now I suspect you even more, Kataleya. You are clearly desperate to shift the blame to someone else. First you accuse Aliana, and now you accuse Luther. Are you going to accuse my family next?”
She looked to be holding in rage as she had a few breaths. “Don’t you see what I’m saying, Reuben?”
He appeared confused.
“Don’t any of you see it?”
I suddenly realized what she was implying, but it didn’t feel right for me to say it. Perhaps even Kataleya knew she shouldn’t be the one to say this.
It could only be Aliana.
Eden must’ve realized as well, as she opened her mouth and looked at Aliana. Remi was next.
The boys didn’t understand, however, probably because Aliana had never shared her past with them as she had with me. The boys did start looking at Aliana curiously, though.
“What?” Charlie asked. “I don’t understand.”
Aliana’s mouth remained open as she looked at Kataleya, who raised her eyebrows almost apologetically.
“My god,” Aliana said, infuriated. “Are you not only implying that this man, Luther Prigg, who I have never even heard of, is my father, but also that I am the traitor because of my possible connection with him?”
“Well I know I’m not the traitor, and I don’t see who else it could be!”
“What makes you think he’s my father?”
“You look like him, Aliana!” Kataleya yelled with a strong gesture. “You have his bronze skin!”
“That’s it?” Aliana asked incredulously. “You’re saying all of this just because we share the same skin color?”
“You told me your father is probably someone with money. Your mother has light skin, and you do not. He has money. He has your skin. He’s known to have consorted with common women. I bet if we look closer, we’ll see other similarities as well. I don’t mean to offend you or anyone here; I’m just trying to prove my innocence. You have to understand that these are clues we shouldn’t overlook.” She glanced desperately at the rest of us. “Right? This is important to discuss!”
“But no one else here has seen Luther,” Eden countered. “We don’t even know if what you say is true.”
“Come on!” Kataleya’s voice broke as if she might cry. She had a breath, clearly gathering her strength. “I’m telling you the truth. I’m being honest. I always have been, but I’m suspecting that Aliana has not been honest with us. She claims that she doesn’t know her father. I think she does. I think she has been working with him for a while now. And I think he’s the one working with Cason. It makes much more sense than it being my family, who have always been open about our dealings with the king. My father couldn’t hide something like plotting with Cason, but Luther could. He’s always been secretive. Reuben, you have to admit that what I’m saying is at least likely.”
Reuben thought with a crinkle in his brow. “I suppose it is likely.”
We all slowly turned to Aliana.
Her eyes went wide. “I have never heard of the man! Never! I’ll swear on anything! I swear on my life. I swear on my mother’s life.”
She sounded to be telling the truth, but so had Kataleya.
I wondered if it was possible that Aliana had been sharing information with her mother without knowing that her mother was sharing it with Luther. Aliana could’ve been helping our enemies without even knowing it. She admitted that she had told her mother about my range of mana.
Yes, that seemed possible. Our enemies could’ve seen us leaving the castle and plotted the attack without someone here being a traitor. Or was that just what I wanted to believe?
It was, because I had forgotten to consider the callring. If the traitor was Aliana’s mother all this time, and Aliana wasn’t aware, the ring doesn’t make any sense. Somebody used the callring and hid it in Kataleya’s room, and it had to be someone who knew the implication, someone who really was working with Cason.
Some bickering started to break out, but I raised my voice and stepped into the circle. “Hold on!”
They quieted.
“Let’s think about all the possibilities before we start accusing each other.”
“Too late for that,” Michael corrected me.
“Before we make this worse,” I added.
He nodded.
“Let’s say we trust this dark mage we captured from the forest, though we should admit that the information he gave the king could be wrong.”
I waited to see some people nodding before continuing.
“So if we trust his information to be right, then only Kataleya’s father or Luther Prigg, who might be Aliana’s father—but we don’t know that for sure—are working with Cason. Right?”
More nodded.
“I really think he’s Aliana’s—” Kataleya said, but I raised my hand to cut her off.
“Wait. Please let me finish.”
“All right.”
“A callring was found in Kataleya’s room. We know someone could’ve planted that there, or perhaps even the king’s councilman put it there. We know that’s possible, Kataleya.”
“I’m glad to hear you say it.”
“We also have to look at the possibility that just because it might be Kataleya’s father or Aliana’s possible father, that Kataleya or Aliana might not be the ones who are helping them work against us.”
“Oh come on, Jon,” Reuben said with a roll of his eyes. “What are the chances of that?”
“It’s not chances we’re talking about here. We were betrayed. That’s a fact. Cason knew where I would be and when I would be there. He tried to corrupt me. Grufaeragar almost died, and so did you, Reuben. Later, a prisoner talked and we found a callring. These things happened. There is an explanation for them, and chances have nothing to do with it. We have to look at every possibility. You must at least admit that it is possible that someone besides Kataleya or Aliana is responsible for this?”
“Fine, I admit that.”
“We also have to admit,” I continued, “that having a traitor in the castle could cause us serious damage later. However, there’s probably nothing we can say right now that is going to prove who it is. None of us has any evidence, or it would’ve come out already. We only have theories. So what we need to do first is figure out who it can’t be.” I noticed Kataleya looking at me as if she didn’t like what I was saying. In fact, most of my peers didn’t seem to appreciate these words. But I didn’t need them to appreciate my words. They just had to listen.
“Think about it,” I added. “Finding out who’s the traitor is important, but it’s also a waste of our time right now because we can’t prove anything except who’s innocent. That’s what I say we do. Going forward, we keep tabs on those of us who might’ve done this, and we move on. Let the king figure out what to do when we get back. I came here to learn an illusion, and I know it’s going to take me time, so we can’t stay here arguing all night.”
“I agree, Jon,” Kataleya said.
Everyone was nodding now.
“So who’s innocent then?” Michael prompted. “Obviously me, because, uh…”
“You’re too dumb to have done this?” Eden teased.
“Right. Wait.”
A few of us shared a much-needed laugh. Actually, just Eden and I laughed. Michael’s was more of an irritated chuckle.
“I really am innocent,” he said seriously. “But I’m not exactly sure how to prove it.”
“I didn’t mean we should take it upon ourselves to prove it,” I specified. “I thought we could just look at facts. I would say there’s no chance I’m the traitor because I was targeted by Cason early on, and I’ve had my life in jeopardy a few times now because of our enemies.”
“I’m sure we all agree it’s not you, Jon,” Michael said, as if this was plainly obvious.
I gave anyone a chance to object, and I was glad no one did.
“I would add that Reuben is also not the traitor,” I said, “because he fought the dark mages with me in the castle and nearly died from the wound one gave him.”
“Of course I’m not the traitor.”
“But the woman cut him on his leg,” Kataleya said. “He could’ve been working with them, and she cut him and fled thinking he wouldn’t bleed out. It could’ve been an accident that she cut him so deeply.”
“She threw me against a wall with dteria and slashed my leg aggressively as she ran away!” Reuben said. “And I would’ve killed her if she hadn’t.”
“Did you see the woman cut him?” I asked Kataleya.
“I didn’t see,” Kataleya said. “I arrived too late.”
“And why were you so late?” Reuben accused.
“Because you and Jon told me to stay behind,” she argued.
“Then why didn’t you stay back?” he asked. “You came late when you knew it was almost over, because you didn’t want us to know you were a traitor.”
“I came late because I was afraid!” she yelled. “I’m ashamed to admit it. It took me some time to gather my courage, all right?”
“I think you’re a liar.”
“You’re the liar if there is one!”
“Hold on,” I said. “This isn’t helping.”
“It is,” Kataleya said. “I’m trying to tell you that we can’t guarantee Reuben is innocent.”
“She has a point,” Michael agreed.
“Let’s move on, then,” I said.
“Wait, I am innocent—”
“Then think of a way to prove it, Reuben, as we continue,” I interrupted. “I think we can all agree that Charlie is innocent, not just because of who he is, but because he called us back with the callring when the castle came under attack. I also saw him intervene in Grufaeragar’s murder by melting the head of an ax.”
Everyone nodded. Charlie smiled.
Unfortunately, that’s all I had. I couldn’t even think of a reason to prove that Michael was innocent. I looked at him, hoping he would come up with something.
“I fought against the dark mages in the forest,” he said. “I didn’t have to do that. It would’ve been much easier to stay behind. I ran all the way there from the castle with Aliana and Remi. I would say that makes us three innocent.”
“Unless,” Kataleya said, “one of you is the traitor and you went only to observe, maybe even help defeat us. However, you saw that we were winning and realized it was better to conceal your identity, so you fought with us.”
Michael stared at her for a moment, then clicked his tongue. “Damn Kat, I hadn’t even thought of that.”
“It takes a traitor to think like one.” Reuben spoke snidely.
Kataleya rolled her eyes. “I’m just being thorough. What else? Anyone?”
“Doesn’t one of us have to have a connection to your father or this Luther Prigg for any of this to make sense?” Eden asked.
“Yes,” I said.
“That should rule out me. I’m just the daughter of a barber. How am I going to have any connection with nobility?”
It made me realize I knew very little about Eden. She always seemed to put care into her thick dark hair, wearing it in a somewhat unique style where most of it was combed to fall down over the front of one shoulder. I supposed it made sense that her father was a barber, but I didn’t agree that that one fact made her innocent.
“How did you come to be at the castle?” I asked.
“Through Greda, actually.”
That’s right, Eden did mention they were friends.
“The girl from the magic shop?” Michael asked.
“Yeah, ‘the girl from the magic shop,’ ” she mocked. “But she’s not just that to me. We’ve been friends a long time.”
“How did you befriend her?” Michael asked.
Eden seemed a little surprised by his follow-up question as she glanced around as if expecting someone to interrupt. “I’m really on trial here? Me?”
“Almost everyone is,” I reminded her. “Charlie and I would be as well if there wasn’t proof in our favor.”
“So what…you want my life story?”
“There’s a difference between a few words and your life story,” Kataleya muttered with a slight roll of her eyes.
“You already know everything about me,” Eden told her.
“Yes, but the boys don’t.”
“Ugh. Fine. Pay attention because I don’t want to repeat any of this. My father was a barber, but he wasn’t a very good one. It didn’t take me long to take over his business because he was out drinking and gambling most of the time, though that didn’t stop him from showing up and demanding money that I’d earned. Eventually, he had to leave the city because, you know, poor choices. I don’t know what exactly. I stopped caring about him long ago. My mother was a servant for another household, a good mother. Busy. I spent most of my time working as a barber even though I was young because we needed the money, though I only cut hair, no surgical work. My barbershop was near Enchanted Devices. I don’t know when I started talking with Greda, but it’s been years. She introduced me to magic, enchanting specifically, and I realized I had a knack for it. One day Barrett just showed up at my barbershop and told me about the opportunity. He’d gone to see Greda first, but she actually has a life, unlike I did. I then told my mother to sell the barbershop because I wasn’t going to be coming back. That’s it, give or take a few things.”
“You’re Cess also, right?” Michael asked, referring to her religious beliefs.
“What does that have to do with anything?”
“Just thought I’d remind everyone.”
“So I believe god died on the Day of Death. So does Leon. And I believe the demigods are real, and so does Kataleya. Doesn’t matter. The point is I’m innocent because I can’t possibly be connected to nobility. Who’s next?”
“That doesn’t prove you’re innocent,” Kataleya said. “It just proves you’re unlikely to be the traitor.”
“I’m sorry, Eden,” Aliana said. “But I agree with Kat.”
Eden scoffed as she rolled her eyes. “Fine. I’m not proven innocent yet.”
“Remi?” Aliana asked.
The shy girl of the group looked over in shock.
“We don’t know a lot about you,” Aliana said carefully, as if her words might startle Remi into running off. “You’ve never talked about your past, at least around me.” She checked to see if Eden and Kataleya agreed. Both nodded.
“It’s not me,” Remi said. “I would never hurt anyone here.”
Reuben laughed scornfully. “Says you after you struck me illegally during a duel!”
“That was because you were being an ass!” Remi retorted in a loud voice, shocking many of us into laughing. She formed a little smile before glancing at Reuben, found him glaring, and then lowered her head again as she lost her grin. “And because I just wanted to train, and I had to win to do that. I’m sorry, Reuben.”
“Just don’t lie about who you are,” he said. “Who is your family?”
She continued to stare at the ground.
“Remi Ryler,” Charlie answered. “The Rylers are farmers from a small town a few miles from Newhaven.”
She looked at Charlie quizzically. “How do you know that?”
“I heard Karl speaking with a man named Gerald Ryler one day years ago. He was looking for his wife, a woman of, um…” Charlie stopped to think as Remi seemed alarmed.
Karl was the blacksmith who had raised Charlie after apparently finding baby Charlie in a barrel one day, abandoned by his parents.
“Fourteen, I believe,” Charlie continued as his eyes lifted to help him access his memories. “Veronica Ryler, I think was her name. She was missing. I heard Karl asking about Veronica while I was working on a sword. She and Gerald had just gotten married, but she suddenly disappeared during the night. He was worried and was desperate to find her.” Charlie’s eyes went back down. “That’s all I remember.”
Remi had gone white.
“When was this, Charlie?” I asked nervously.
“Three years ago.”
All of us stared at Remi in shock.
“Um, Remi?” Eden asked, then paused for a long time. “Can we see your identification papers?”
Remi shook her head as she backed away from us.
“Remi…” Eden tried again. “Running would be an admission of guilt.”
Remi was shaking her head. “It’s not that. I just didn’t want…I never wanted any of you to know.”
“You’re married!?” Michael asked incredulously.
“No, I said Veronica,” Charlie corrected him.
“Charlie…” Michael said, gesturing at Remi.
“What?”
“That’s Veronica!”
“What?”
“Yes.”
“Are you?” Charlie asked her in disbelief.
Remi appeared horrified as she stared at all of us. Eventually, her shoulders relaxed as her head drooped. She gave a nod.




CHAPTER THIRTEEN

It took a moment for everyone to calm down. Reuben was the last to stop shouting.
“You’re more of a liar than anyone. Remi isn’t even your birth name!”
“Enough, Reuben,” Kataleya said. “Let her explain.”
Remi swallowed as she glanced at us.
“I didn’t tell anyone, because…” She stopped and looked around hopefully as if we might let her out of this, but no one helped her. It was finally time she spoke more than a few words. “Because it doesn’t matter, and…” There was another pause as she looked at us again.
“Out with it!” Reuben demanded.
“It’s very difficult to speak about,” she said quietly.
I suddenly had the feeling that Remi might’ve had a more traumatic past than any of us. I mean, she had clearly fled from her husband. There was probably a good reason for it.
I could see others looking at Remi more apologetically now. They must’ve felt the same way as me.
“We have to know the truth,” Kataleya said calmly. “Even if it’s difficult to speak about. We have to know we can trust you because all of our lives are at stake. You do understand that, right?”
I was beginning to like more and more that Kataleya had stopped us for this discussion. All of this needed to get out, and better sooner than later.
I was almost entirely convinced by now that Kataleya was not the one working against us. Time and time again, she had proven how smart she was. She would never leave a callring in her room if she was the traitor. Never.
Looking at Kataleya more closely, I started to wonder if she might be older than some of us. She seemed more sure of herself as she spoke, and there seemed to be something in her eyes that tipped me off, though I didn’t know what it was. Sometimes I caught her looking at me across the dining hall during mealtimes as if she knew a secret about me. She never seemed shy about our gazes meeting, even offering me a smile here and there. It was a kind of confidence I wasn’t used to, though I certainly didn’t mind it coming from someone so easy on the eyes.
She dressed differently than the other girls as well, and I didn’t think it only had to do with the wealth she possessed. She wasn’t like Reuben—she almost never donned expensive robes. She often worked up a sweat while training with water and therefore tended to favor more close-fitting shirts open at the collar. She didn’t seem to mind that these same shirts accentuated her curves.
Remi, in contrast, looked younger than Kataleya. She had dark green eyes, almost brown. They were small but hard, her face taking on a look of grit as she glanced at the ground. She had light brown hair that was always curly and messy, not in the same wild manner that Charlie’s dense mop of blond hair sat on his head, but lighter, a silky texture to it as the wind played with it.
Her clothes were always loose and baggy as if she meant to hide behind them. Even though she spent most of the day working with fire and sweating profusely, she still seemed to be more comfortable with the extra fabric.
She was short, like Eden, but there was more tone and strength to her shoulders from what I could see. I had witnessed Remi improve greatly with the sword. She was naturally agile and a quick learner, but even Michael, who wasn’t learning as fast, could still defeat her easily in duels. She still had a ways to go to stand up against any decent opponent, her size being her worst enemy, if she did continue with sword training as I hoped she would.
Sometimes I wondered if a smaller weapon might be better for the talented fire mage, but I had enough to worry about without getting involved. I skipped Leon’s sword lessons, opting to practice my sorcery instead. I was sure after checking on a few lessons that Leon couldn’t teach me anything my father hadn’t already, and I was too experienced with the sword to get anything from practicing with my peers.
I had always admired Remi’s determination. And yet, there was something about her personality that made it hard for me to completely trust her, especially watching her train by creating balls of fire that hovered in front of her and then exploded upward into the sky. It was an unnerving sight.
“I understand,” Remi said. “What do you want to know?”
“Let’s start with who’s your husband?” Michael asked.
“No lies,” Eden added. “If we find out later that any of us lied about anything, that’s as much an admission of guilt as a running away from this conversation.”
Remi’s gaze wouldn’t lift off the ground as she breathed quickly.
“Just talk,” Reuben told her angrily.
She still wouldn’t.
“Speak!” he yelled. “Only liars take time to think. Tell us who you are married to!”
“Gerald Ryler, like Charlie said!” she shouted back. “My family promised me to him when I was ten.”
“Oh god,” Charlie said in disgust.
“No, we didn’t marry when I was ten. I was fourteen when we did.”
“Oh god,” Michael echoed. “That’s not much better.”
“There was nothing I could do about it!” she shot back. “I tried to talk my parents out of it, but they wouldn’t listen. I never liked Gerald.”
“Then why did your parents make you marry him?” Michael asked.
“Because his family offered, and they were worried no one else would marry me. I was…an odd child, and there weren’t many boys around my age.”
She stopped at that.
“Keep going,” Reuben said without sympathy.
She told the ground, “Gerald turned out to be much worse than I thought. So I…ran away soon after we were married.”
“From where?” Reuben asked.
“From where I grew up. Granlo.”
“Never heard of it,” Reuben said skeptically.
“It exists,” Kataleya told him. “It’s a small village about five miles northwest of Newhaven. Keep going, Remi.”
“I had to get away, but I didn’t know where to go.” She paused. “I ended up running to Newhaven.”
“How old were you?” Reuben asked.
“Fourteen.”
“And how old are you now?” he asked.
“Seventeen.”
So she was one year younger than me. I didn’t know how much older Kataleya was, but I highly doubted she was seventeen like Remi.
Reuben continued his questioning. “Where did you spend the last three years?”
“In Newhaven.”
“What did you do to stay alive?”
“I’m…getting to that.”
“No. What did you do? Answer!”
“I did many things!”
“Say them!”
“I begged! I performed jobs, any job I could. I had no home. It was horrible!”
“What jobs?” Reuben pushed.
“I washed clothes. I swept floors. I moved goods.”
“You’d rather do that, with no home, than live in a house with your husband?” Reuben shouted. “You really expect me to believe this?”
“I don’t care what you believe, Reuben. You don’t know what it’s like to be a fourteen-year-old girl who is forced to marry someone much bigger and stronger, who thinks he has the right to do whatever he wants to you.” She broke out in tears as she collapsed and put her hands over her face.
“He was big,” Charlie added, in monotone. “And definitely not fourteen.”
Kataleya bent down beside Remi and put her hand on Remi’s back. “I’m sorry for Reuben. You’re right that he doesn’t understand, but we do.”
“We do,” Aliana agreed.
“I’ll give Gerald a swift kick between his legs if we ever meet him,” Eden said. “That’s a promise.”
Remi stopped crying and slowly rose to her feet. She wiped her tears. It was hard to believe this was an act.
“It gets worse,” Remi said coldly. “But…I really don’t want to continue.”
“You have to,” Reuben said.
“My life is finally good now!” she replied with sudden anger. “I would never do anything to jeopardize what I have. Every day I think about how lucky I am that I’ve come to the castle. I don’t care that we have to fight. The kind of danger we face is not anything compared to what I’ve faced already. Now I’m strong. I can stand up for myself. Why would I throw all of this away and work with Cason? There’s nothing for me to gain out of it.”
“Unless all of that is a lie,” Reuben muttered.
“It’s not a lie!” Remi shouted, her face red.
“How did you end up in the castle then?” Reuben asked. “You have to at least tell us that. How did you learn magic if you were homeless?”
I added, “And how much does the king know about this?”
She answered me first. “He knows everything I’ve told you and more. He knows my birth name. He knows my past. He allowed me to divorce Gerald without seeing him again. I’m not legally married anymore, but my legal name is still Veronica Ryler. No one can change their surname outside a marriage. He said it would cause too many problems with the record keepers, and he wasn’t going to create a lie just for me to have a new name.”
“Couldn’t you go back to your old name?” I asked, not knowing the rules of divorce here. Where I came from, only adultery or death could dissolve a marriage legally, but then the name of the woman was changed back.
Remi looked down as if embarrassed. “My name was Ryler before I married.”
“Oh god!” Michael repeated again.
“Are you saying what I think you are?” I asked.
She shook her head. “The only way we’re related is because Gerald’s grandfather is my great-grandfather,” she said. “We don’t share anyone else in our family tree.”
“So what does that make you?” Michael asked.
“It doesn’t matter. I won’t see him again. He came to Newhaven eventually to look for me, but he didn’t try very hard. I’m sure he’s given up by now.”
“So the king let you go by Remi?” I figured.
“Yes. I never planned on telling anyone any of this, but I had to tell the king and Barrett because my identification papers have my birth name. I prefer the name Remi now, and I would appreciate if you all continued to call me that.”
I didn’t want to think of her as Veronica anyway. The name didn’t seem to suit her.
“You still haven’t explained how you learned magic,” Reuben said. “You already knew you would specialize in fire before you were tested. I remember.”
“I remember that as well,” Charlie echoed.
Remi looked down again.
“Stop delaying and answer,” Reuben demanded. “You’ve always been too reticent, just like someone who is trying to hide their traitorous ways from us. Explain yourself already! How did you learn how to make fire with sorcery if you were homeless and couldn’t afford lessons?”
“I got lucky.” She glanced at Reuben from the tops of her eyes. “I met a fire mage who needed a servant.”
“Which fire mage?”
“Josef Webb.”
“Him?” Reuben asked incredulously. “You can’t be telling the truth.”
“I’m getting tired of you doubting me,” she warned him in a cold tone. “Everything I’m saying is true. At least wait until I’m done to spew your nonsense. Yes, Josef Webb. I happened to run into him when he needed someone to wash and clean up after him when his last servant unexpectedly quit.”
“Who is he?” I asked.
“A well-known fire mage,” Michael answered for me. “Well-known for his attitude, at least.”
“Yes, it didn’t take long for me to realize that he didn’t care about anyone or anything but money and fame,” Remi said. “But he let me stay with him, and he paid me. It was a better life than I’d had for a long while.”
“I did hear that Josef had hired a young servant girl,” Kataleya said. “Everyone was talking about it for a while. It didn’t look good for him, but soon we’d all forgotten.”
“Oh that’s right,” Reuben said. “They said she was fifteen.”
“I was sixteen,” Remi corrected him. “That’s when I started to feel mana for the first time. I immediately knew what it was, because I had learned a few things watching Josef go about town and provide fire for money. He spoke about mana and sorcery frequently to his clients, but only to make himself seem like a more powerful sorcerer than he was. I tried to learn what I could from him. I requested lessons when he had time, but…”
She started to chew on her thumbnail as her gaze drifted. “He wasn’t going to teach me anything, so I taught myself,” she told the ground. “I learned from him and then taught myself,” she repeated, looking up again. “It wasn’t hard. Like Eden said about enchanting, I found that I had a knack for fire.”
“You’re a terrible liar,” Reuben said.
“I’m not!”
“You are!” he countered.
I actually agreed with Reuben. Remi had not taught herself, that part was a lie.
“Who taught you?” I asked.
“You too, Jon?” Aliana asked me. “She’s being honest.”
“I am!” Remi said, looking like she wanted to cry but couldn’t.
“I don’t believe her,” I admitted.
“Yeah, I agree with Jon and Reuben,” Michael said.
“You don’t have to tell us, Remi,” I said, then lifted my hand as Reuben started to interrupt me, “But,” I continued, “we will consider you a suspect unless we can trust you.”
She held my gaze for a long while before she swung her head around in a quick rotation. “All right, I lied about one thing because I really don’t want to talk about it. I offered a trade to Josef, for his instruction. Can we just leave it at that?”
“What did you trade?” Charlie asked.
“Oh, Remi,” Kataleya said pitifully.
“I was desperate to learn more,” she told the ground again.
“What did she trade?” Charlie asked again.
Michael whispered something in his ear.
“Why is that so bad?” Charlie asked when Michael was done.
“It’s bad that Josef would put a girl in that position,” Michael said, then told Remi, “He should’ve taught you without that. I’m sorry.”
She nodded. “It didn’t take me long to realize that he didn’t have much to teach me anyway, but I did learn the basics of mana and spell casting. I left and found other work as I practiced. I was working at an inn a year later when Barrett showed up one day asking the innkeeper if he knew of any young sorcerers who were looking for an opportunity. I was lucky I overheard, because the innkeeper lied about me. He said he didn’t know of any even though he was aware I could make fire, but he didn’t realize I was listening. So that’s it.”
It was more than I’d heard Remi speak in all the time I’d known her. But from the breath of relief she blew out, it seemed like she might go a long while before sharing that much again.
I still felt like she was keeping something in. It might’ve been a small piece of her story that didn’t matter, that only made her feel bad to remember, or it could’ve been something more dangerous to the rest of us. But could she really have a connection to Kataleya’s father or the Priggs? I believed her story to be accurate, even if she might’ve left out a detail or two. From what I knew about Newhaven, commoners—especially those with nothing, like Remi—never found themselves in the company of nobles.
But I trusted that the king knew everything he needed to about this girl who was one year younger than me, who seemed to have lived through more trauma than all of us combined. Michael and I had both lost our fathers. Charlie never had real parents who cared about him. Aliana’s father was absent through her whole life, and it sounded like Eden had her own problems with her father. But the things that Remi went through sounded worse than I could even imagine.
It made me want to trust her. She really did have the most to lose. There was nothing for her to go back to. And yet, I just couldn’t bring myself to trust her completely, but I also couldn’t bring myself to trust anyone here completely except for Charlie. Though I was beginning to feel closer to Kataleya after all of this.
I wanted to believe Michael was innocent because he was my good friend, but I had to admit to myself that even he could be playing us. Somebody was an incredibly talented liar. That was almost a fact.
“So is Remi the traitor?” Charlie asked.
“All we know is that she could be,” Reuben said. “I’m sure I don’t need to share my history. Like Kataleya, most of the affairs of our families are public. We were recruited by the king.”
“Which is why you, more than anyone, should believe that I’m innocent,” Kataleya said.
“But a callring wasn’t found in my room, and my father couldn’t have anything to do with stealing from tax collectors. My family only owns property in the city. If a crisis tax was imposed, the king would expect my father, like other property owners in Newhaven, to collect and deliver the coin to the castle safely and securely. If it didn’t arrive, it would be my father’s head on a pike. He couldn’t blame it on anyone else.”
I didn’t understand something. “Why wouldn’t Kataleya’s father be responsible in the same way for tax on his land?”
“The relationship of the Yorns with the king is different. They work closely together to tax and keep the peace across a vast area of Lycast,” Reuben explained. “And we Langstons make the most of our wealth from endeavors in the capital alone.”
“By taxing the poor and keeping them from ever having enough coin to purchase their own property,” Kataleya said.
“By making smart investments,” Reuben retorted.
I was starting to realize the details were not important so long as Reuben was telling the truth, which did seem to be the case, even if his phrasing made his family sound better than they really were.
“So that just leaves me,” Michael said. “Well, I can say that I don’t know any nobles except for you two.” He pointed at Reuben and Kataleya. “I learned a thing or two about sorcery because my father was a carpenter and was hired to do a big job for a sorcerer. Unlike Josef, this sorcerer was kind. Hemphry Flax. I’ve kept in touch. We met when I was thirteen, and I’m nineteen now. He’s no wind mage. Water, like Kat, but I still learned from him.” Michael scratched his nose as he made a sour face. “Hemphry helped me a bit after my father was murdered by a thief during the night. I still never found out who did it.”
“What about your mother?” Eden asked.
“She left when I was a baby. She never wanted a child. At least I had my father until a year ago.”
“I’m sorry. I didn’t know,” Eden said.
“I don’t think any of us did,” Kataleya said.
“The boys knew.” Michael gave me a quick look. “I guess we’ve been more separated from each other than we’ve realized. I didn’t know much about anyone in the better-looking group over here.” He gestured at the four girls standing near each other.
“We haven’t had any chance to get to know each other because Leon makes us train all day,” Aliana complained.
“I’ve gotten to know Eden,” Charlie chirped.
“True,” Eden said. “Only because Leon lets us do whatever we want so long as Jennava approves.”
“There is something to be said about that.” Kataleya spoke almost apologetically.
Eden rolled her eyes. “And I thought we were having a moment as a group.”
“We’re not quite there,” Kataleya said more coldly this time. “If anyone could get a callring into the castle without anyone knowing, it’s you, Eden. You’re also the one who knew about them. You and Charlie, but he’s clearly innocent.”
“You could’ve brought one in since the beginning,” Eden retorted.
“I’m sure the king had Barrett search our rooms at some point after we arrived,” Kataleya said.
“If that’s true, you still could’ve brought one after we came back from solitude.”
“He probably searched our rooms again then. He has keys to all our rooms. Only you and Charlie have the freedom to leave the castle and come back when you want, though I expect that to change now.”
“We don’t have that freedom,” Eden said. “Leon still keeps track of us, right Charlie?”
“He does,” Charlie said. “So does Jennava.”
“Yes, she’s around all the time,” Eden told Kataleya. “Also, all of you are practicing in the courtyard. How many times have you seen me leaving?”
“At least once,” Kataleya said. “A few days ago.”
“Just once!” Eden corrected her.
“You could’ve brought the callring in then. My point is that I never had the chance, and neither did Aliana or Remi. Only you have, you and Charlie, but we know it’s not him.”
“God above, I told you later I went to visit my mother. I hadn’t seen her in a while. Aliana’s done the same thing more than I have.”
“Not for a while, right Ali?” Kataleya asked.
“It has been a while since I’ve seen her,” Aliana confirmed.
There wasn’t much daylight left. On one hand, I was glad to see everyone taking this more seriously, but on the other, it seemed like they had forgotten what I told them before.
“Look,” I said to interrupt. “We’re not going to prove who used the callring to signal our enemies. I said so from the beginning, and I still believe it. We were to use this time just to figure out who is surely innocent. Now we should use this time to search for Eslenda, or at least practice. We don’t often get to the forest. Soon we’re going to have to make camp anyway. If some of you still want to discuss this, we can do so then. Does everyone agree?”
“Jon’s right,” Michael said. “We already know it could be any of us, except Jon and Charlie.”
“I just want to say one more thing,” Eden announced.
“What?” I asked.
“We don’t need to find Eslenda, because she’s been watching us for a while now.”
Shocked, I looked around, but I didn’t see anyone.
“Yeah, I could feel her ordia. I thought Aliana was going to say something. You don’t sense her?”
“I was a little busy earlier.” Aliana closed her eyes, then quickly opened them again. “Yeah. Eslenda?” She turned toward a tree about ten yards from us.
Eslenda’s illusion slowly fell away. The elf appeared blurry at first, her pointed ears sprouting out of her light hair as she came into focus. She wore an expression of annoyance, her green eyes deep and wise.
“Oh, that’s how we find her,” Michael said sarcastically. “We just needed to have a very private conversation.”




CHAPTER FOURTEEN

“How long have you been there, Eslenda?” I asked.
“Long enough to know that one of you is betraying the rest but you don’t know who. Why are you in the forest?” Her words were clear, though her elvish accent made her speech sound melodic.
“We were looking for you,” I told her.
“It is late.”
“Yes, it is,” I replied. “Are you aware of what Cason has been doing in the capital?”
“No, I have been watching the forest for troops from Rohaer. I leave the dark mages in Lycast to the rest of you, and that’s how it will remain.”
“Why is that?” Eden asked a little rudely. “Cason will attack soon, or he will leave. If you really care about Lycast, like you seem to, you would come back with us and help us defend the city at least until he’s gone. There will be plenty of time after to watch the forest for troops from Rohaer.”
“I do not know what you have against me, young one, but I do not approve of your tone. I have remained here in the forest because I am needed. If I am more needed elsewhere, I will go there. I will leave you all right now if you only came here to show disrespect.”
Wanting to placate the two of them, I quickly spoke up. “I think Eden is only suggesting that we focus on our enemies in Lycast, then in Rohaer after Cason is gone.”
“I would think the king has explained this to you,” Eslenda said. “Guarding the forest must be done for it is the only path into Lycast from Rohaer. I expect them to come soon.”
“Why would you expect that?” Eden asked.
“Because they cannot sustain their army much longer. They must move and pillage. They will send another army of soldiers, this one much larger than the other. They will take one of the weaker cities, probably Koluk. Many will die.”
“Were you even going to come tell us about the last group?” Eden asked, sounding accusatory.
“I had figured the king would’ve known of them, but seeing as how you had to convince him to attack, yes I will bring your king news of any trespassers from Rohaer. But I will not leave the forest until I am sure Rohaer will not come, or if I can trust someone else to be here.”
“That’s fine,” I assured her. “We didn’t come here to recruit you.” I knew that was one of her fears. It was why she refused to meet the king. She fought for herself, or perhaps for her people. I still didn’t know. All I did know was that she didn’t take orders from the king and never would.
“It is late,” she repeated, “sundown soon. What do you require?”
“We came to learn about illusions.” I suddenly realized it was strange that Eden had pointed out Eslenda to the rest of us, and not Aliana. Had Eden, as an enchanter, sensed the illusion somehow?
“Illusions are complicated,” Eslenda said, then had a breath to show her frustration. “I am busy.”
“With what?” Eden challenged. “What are you doing all the time?”
“Protecting. Watching. There are two wars, young enchanter. Yours and the demigods’. The forest is…I’m not sure how to say it. An area of importance that you don’t understand.”
“Are you a demigod?” Charlie asked.
“No. Who are you? We have not met.”
“Charles Spayker. I’m a metal mage. People call me Charlie.”
“And you?” Eslenda pointed at Reuben.
“Reuben Langston.” He bowed. “I’m a mage of order, training to be a harbinger and enchanter, and perhaps a ranger as well.”
“What?” Aliana asked. “You can track?”
“Yes. Low-Lower B is in my range.”
“It’s in mine as well,” Eden said, “but that doesn’t mean I can feel anything with it.”
“Well I can, a little,” Reuben said.
I wasn’t sure I believed him. “Why haven’t you mentioned anything about it?” I asked.
“Because I still have to practice before it will be useful.” He glanced around at us, as we all seemed to have the same shocked expression.
“What?” he asked.
“If you’re telling the truth, then why haven’t you bragged about it before?” Kataleya asked.
“I don’t brag about anything.”
“Then what do you call it?” Kataleya asked skeptically.
“I state the truth when it is relevant.”
I was as surprised as everyone. Although it was hard to accept, I really did believe that Reuben thought he never bragged.
Eslenda interrupted, “I have heard enough about all of you for today. What do you wish to know about illusions, Jon?”
“Cason has been using illusions to escape, and I know stopping him is important to you even if you aren’t searching for him. Right?”
“Yes, Cason must be stopped.”
“We came here to learn how to perform an illusion, but also how to detect one.”
“Certainly not all of you have the range to cast an illusion?” Eslenda asked.
“Only Jon,” Charlie said. “It’s a spell of ordia and vtalia. Reuben and Eden have the range for the ordia part, but neither of them can reach uF, like Jon can, but Jon hasn’t been practicing ordia. It’s doubtful he will learn the illusion in time. The king requires someone—”
“Ahh!” Michael interrupted with a scream.
“What does the king require?” Kataleya asked, her gaze bouncing around among us. “Oh,” she said with disappointment. “I suppose I’m still the prime suspect? Well, in that case it seems obvious that the king wants Jon to learn an illusion so he can spy on my father. I think if the king was really worried about me finding out, he would’ve imprisoned me in my room for longer. It’s not like I’m going to have any means of contacting my father until we find out who the traitor is anyway. You can relax, all of you.”
“It would take very long for anyone to learn an illusion, especially a young sorcerer like you, Jon,” Eslenda said.
“How long?”
“Weeks, most likely. It is one of the most difficult spells to cast and especially difficult to maintain.”
“How much more difficult than Heal with three notes?”
“You can really cast Purify?” she asked with heavy doubt.
So that’s what it’s called. “Yes.”
She seemed to be in thought as she stared at me. “Then you might learn faster. Maybe one week. But I don’t understand why you came here. I cannot help you with your problems. You must train on your own.”
“I plan to. I just need to understand how it works first.”
“No one knows in the castle?”
We shook our heads.
“Your group has so much to learn.” She spoke disappointedly. “And so little time. What of that man who fought with us? Blond hair. Older.”
“Leon,” I answered.
“He is a strong sorcerer. Doesn’t he teach you?”
“He doesn’t know anything about illusions.” I felt like it was important to repeat something. “Cason is using them constantly. There must be something you can tell us to help us catch him when he uses one.”
“Yes, there must be something, I agree.” I didn’t know why she appeared to be confused if she agreed, but then she made it clear. “I have used illusions for many years. It has been a long time since I have thought about them. It is late. I am tired. I will instruct you tomorrow. Make camp here and wait for me.”
Aliana asked, “Are there any dangerous creatures that come around here?”
I was sure she was referring to the cantar that had tried to kill me.
“Yes, there are many dangerous creatures. Sleep light.”
“Great,” Michael said.
*****
We set a fire and got our sleeping rolls in place. I noticed that the girls didn’t bother sleeping around Kataleya like they said they would. No one slept near anyone else.
Kataleya had stopped us to prove that there was a greater chance Aliana was the traitor, but I felt even more confused than before. Needless to say, I didn’t sleep well that night, and from the rustling I heard of my peers, they didn’t, either. I wasn’t the only one who sat up during the night a few times just to make sure everyone was still here.
The girls did stick together in the morning, all going off together for about an hour as we boys kept to ourselves while we had a bite to start the day. Even Charlie didn’t seem to be in the mood to talk, as he sat on a rock and read, though I did see him get up and speak with Reuben later. The two of them muttered to each other for a while.
I was glad I had taken the time before we left to return the book I’d borrowed from the library. One of these days I might have time to sit down and read about mana. For now, I worked on reaching the low notes of ordia. I had brought my vibmtaer and color chart knowing I would be practicing much of the day.
I already missed the comfort of the castle, such as my bed and morning bath. My breakfast was lacking as well. But nothing could compare to the benefit of training in the forest. Leon told us that the natural dvinia of Curdith Forest allowed for a better connection between mind and mana. That benefit extended a little farther out from the forest, which is why we trained in the mountains nearby before our first test. That offered a little of the benefit without any of the danger.
Eventually the girls came back, and Eslenda was with them. They didn’t seem comfortable in each other’s company as they walked with a wide berth between all of them.
“What’s going on?” Reuben asked. “Did you discuss something?”
The girls looked at one another. Eden answered. “Just leave it alone. It’s not important. We found Eslenda. She’s ready.”
“Eslenda,” Charlie asked, “how long have you been casting?”
“Decades,” she said.
“You don’t look old. Are you, though?”
“I am.”
“Why aren’t there other elves here?” Charlie went on.
No one stopped him as we looked at Eslenda and waited for an answer.
“That is not important right now. I am busy, like I said.”
“Just one more question then,” Charlie pleaded.
“If it is important.”
“It’s about Eden.”
“Uh,” Eden grumbled. But she quieted to let Charlie finish.
“llG is in her range,” he continued, his words coming as a surprise to me. Low-Lower G was mtalia, Charlie’s specialty. It was the note he focused on to melt and harden metal.
He finished his question, “Why is it that I can use llG to alter metal but Eden cannot?”
“Oh,” Eden said, sounding somewhat relieved the question wasn’t something else.
“And Reuben can track, like Aliana, but he’s not nearly as good,” Charlie said. “It takes him much more practice to reach Aliana’s level. Leon doesn’t know why. He said some people are just better than others at certain spells. Jennava doesn’t know, either.”
“Jennava?” Eslenda asked.
“Our other instructor.”
I added, “She fought with us in the forest. She led the group from the north.”
“Oh yes,” Eslenda said. “The one helping with ordia. These sorcerers told me.” She gestured at the girls. “All of you have been failed by those who know more than you, but I think I may fail you as well. I have been a sorcerer for too long, as they have. I have forgotten what it was to learn, and I do not know how to teach. I only know how to cast. How would you teach someone how to run? You run for them and hope they see. That’s all I can do. I do not know the answers to your questions, young one.” She spoke to Charlie. “I just know you must spend many hours working on your abilities. Some people are more naturally skilled with certain notes, but I do believe that everyone can learn any note in their range. Some just take more time.”
“And I’m not interested in melting metal,” Eden told Charlie. “I’d rather practice my enchanting.”
“Jon, do you understand what I’m saying?” Eslenda asked me. “I am talking to you as well.”
“I understand, but I don’t believe it. I’m sure you can teach me something more than telling me to practice.”
“A little, but not much. Do not expect a lesson, only some guidance. I will cast illusions for you many times now, and then I must go. You can become familiar with them from watching me. Then you will be familiar with Cason when he uses one, even if you cannot make one yourself.”
“At least give me a few hours,” I tried.
“Hours? It is not my responsibility to teach you anything.”
“No, but you wish to protect the kingdom, like we do. By helping us, you will also help to protect the kingdom.”
“An illusion is tiring. I do not have the stamina or the patience to keep it up for long. There is another way to identify it, however, besides feeling the ordia, as this enchanter did.” She gestured at Eden.
“How else?” I asked.
“By simply casting Identify on the person using the illusion.”
“Oh, of course!” Charlie sounded perturbed. “Why didn’t I think of that?”
Michael asked Eslenda, “Can you remind us what Identify does? I know, but maybe others need a reminder.”
Charlie jumped in to explain. “Identify is a spell used on enchantments to decipher the enchantment. Using the spell informs the caster about the enchantment. The stronger the spell of Identify, the clearer the message. So that means an illusion is a type of enchantment!” He sounded excited about this idea.
“Yes, it is a temporary enchantment,” Eslenda agreed.
“But how could we cast Identify on someone who is cloaked by an illusion if we can’t see them?” I asked Eslenda. “Can the spell be casted in a wide range?”
“No,” Eslenda said. “You must direct the spell at something as you consider that thing.”
“Consider it?” I asked.
“As you ponder what enchantment might exist,” she clarified.
“I’m not going to have time to look around in every direction for a cloaked Cason and cast a spell of ordia. I’ll be fighting or running.”
“I understand that,” she said, her eyes tight with annoyance. “I am explaining the problem. There is no counter to a spell of cloaking. But it is a spell of extreme concentration. Even I cannot cloak while I fight. Running would be difficult as well without allowing the spell to break.”
Charlie said, “Can’t enchantments be disrupted by other enchantments?”
“What do you mean?” Eslenda asked.
“Like a ward of fire weakens an essence of fire. Both are enchantments, right?”
“Yes…” Eslenda said.
“So the right ward should disrupt a cloaking spell.”
The elf said, “There aren’t any wards against spells of ordia. There are only wards against erto and dteria.”
“That we know of,” Charlie argued. “Perhaps one could be made.”
“I doubt so,” Eslenda said. “Ordia is the magical art of order. Nothing can change order. It is, by design, the stability of the world.”
“No, order does have a weakness. Chaos.”
“Young one, there is no chaos in mana.”
“Oh, but there is,” he said without his usual enthusiasm, his subdued tone making me nervous. “It’s the very thing I’ve been working on. Yes, I think this will be its purpose.”
“Wait,” Michael said. “You’ve been making something without knowing its purpose?”
“I’ve been conducting experiments to see what it could
do first, knowing it would likely have a purpose later,” Charlie replied. “But now a purpose is set. I am almost certain it will work to disrupt a cloaking spell.”
“What you speak of will not work, young one,” Eslenda lectured. “There is no chaos to be controlled. Enchantments are made through ordia, order.”
“I really think there is a way,” Charlie said hesitantly.
“I am saying no. You can’t make an enchantment to cause chaos. Enchantments are done with order. Nijja, the demigod of order, would not have made it possible. You may hurt yourself or someone else trying to create this chaos through other methods.”
Did Eslenda know what Charlie was referring to? I still had no idea.
Charlie angrily replied, “It wasn’t Nijja who made it possible.”
Eslenda appeared horrified. “You really are speaking about what I think you are?”
“I am,” Charlie said proudly. “We use the enemy’s weapon against him!”
“You can’t use dteria, young one—”
“Stop calling me that!” he interrupted.
“Dteria will corrupt you!” Eslenda scolded loudly.
“It’s not specifically dteria!” he replied.
“Then what?” Eslenda asked.
“Charlie,” Michael said, deadpan, then waited for Charlie to look at him. “Tell us what is before we all go insane wondering.”
“I don’t…feel comfortable saying it.”
“You’re going to have to,” Michael explained coldly. “Now.”
Charlie looked at Eslenda. “Do you know exactly what I’m referring to?”
From the look the elf gave him, it seemed that she did. But she folded her arms rather than speak.
“Just say it, Charlie!” Michael told him.
Charlie appeared uncomfortable in his own skin. “So…an illusion is an enchantment done with order, so all we need is to disrupt that order. The right kind of enchantment can do that. We take…” He had a breath, then spoke quickly. “We take the essence of a man with a conflicted soul, one who has been corrupted. With a strong enchanter and a moonstone, we should be able to create something. I’ve wanted to test it, and I have been in conversations with Barrett about it. He agrees it should be possible, but—”
Kataleya interrupted, “My god, Charlie. You’re talking about a curse!”
“Yes, technically it’s a curse, but—”
The sounds of everyone expressing their disagreement interrupted him this time.
“I can control it!” Charlie yelled over us.
We quieted down.
“At least I think so. I still need to test it.”
We erupted again.
Eslenda put up her hands. “Silence!”
We stopped clamoring to let her speak.
“The kind of curse that would disrupt a spell of ordia could disrupt all mana in the vicinity. You might not be able to cast anything if you hold this cursed stone with you. And you need a lot more than just a powerful enchanter to make it. You will need other unsavory materials. You will not perform this curse under any circumstance, blond child.”
“But—”
“But no! You’re more likely to do harm than good, blond child!”
“Can you go back to calling me young one?”
“She’s right,” I interjected. I had seen not only what a curse could do, I had felt how powerful it could remain even after the witch was done making it. This was more likely to go wrong than right.
“An essence of man, you said it required?” Michael asked. “Do I even want to know how you would get that?”
“You should give up on this project,” I said. “Permanently.”
Eden gestured at me. “Then you, Jon, are going to have to sense ordia, because I’m not going to be fighting alongside you when it’s time to sense for Cason.”
“Yes, and we’re wasting time.”
Charlie folded his arms and looked down as if to pout. I had to ignore him, as we had wasted enough time already.
“Eslenda, let’s begin,” I said.
“Yes, I will cast. You feel.”
“Wait,” Charlie said.
I gave an exasperated sigh.
“Just one last thing,” Charlie said. “What about resistance?” he asked Eslenda.
“Why do you mention resistance?”
“An illusion is a spell just like any other. It affects not the caster but the people around the caster, correct?”
Oh, he might be on to something.
“Yes,” Eslenda said.  “It does not change the caster’s physical appearance. It changes the perception of others to the caster.”
“Then it really is just like any other spell,” Charlie concluded. “So it must be able to be resisted.”
Eslenda drew everyone’s gaze again as she pursed her lips. “I think you are right.”
“Yes!” Charlie cheered.
“But?” Michael hinted.
“What?” Eslenda asked.
“Aren’t you going to say there is a problem with resisting?” he asked.
“Yes. I don’t know how one would practice resistance besides standing close to a sorcerer while they cast an illusion for many hours over days. I will not do that. I cannot do that. It is too draining. But in theory, it should work.”
“Can you finally explain illusions?” I asked, giving a quick look at Charlie in hopes of finally quieting him. I appreciated his efforts, but there should be time for questions later. I was eager to begin training.
“The illusion is a conversation between my mana and your eyes.”
“A conversation?” I asked, wondering if this might be a language problem.
“Yes. My mana speaks to your eyes. When I cloak myself using my mana, I change the way you see me. I have never thought of resistance to such a spell, but it should be possible. Perhaps the best way to see through the illusion is resistance after all. I need to think on it.”
Kataleya asked, “If Nijja established all the rules of ordia, did she also create the rules of resistance?”
According to the stories, Nijja was one of the five demigods. Like the others, she used up much of her power to create a magical art, ordia in this case. Apparently Basael, the god who gave life to every demigod, was pleased with Nijja’s creation because it could finally establish order in the chaotic world of Fyrren, where the powerful fae had been killing each other.
I wasn’t sure how much of it I believed, but I was beginning to feel that there was a form of power in this world greater than myself. There was something at play, not just between the kingdoms. It was like the land was alive…and at war with itself. Or perhaps it wasn’t the land per se but nature.
“Nijja did not create resistance,” Eslenda answered Kataleya. “Resistance is…what is the word?”
“Inherent?” Kataleya asked.
“Yes. It is inherent in every living person and creature.” She moved her hair over her elven ear as she seemed to be in thought, perhaps about how to continue.
I had an idea—something to test. “I feel like I can direct my mana where I want it to be, and I know that mana is essential to resisting spells. If my eyes are the only thing affected by an illusion, isn’t there some way I can move my mana to my eyes to ensure my gaze breaks through the illusion?”
“I have never heard of such a thing,” Eslenda said. “But that doesn’t mean it’s impossible.”
“Cloak yourself,” I requested. “And we will try.”
*****
After the better part of an hour, all of us needed a break. Although Eslenda seemed exhausted as she panted for breath, it was the frustration shared by me and my peers that made me want to give up already. Everyone had tried using their mana to resist the spell, all directing it to their vision, but it didn’t seem to do anything. I wasn’t planning on leaving until I knew how to at least practice finding a cloaked Cason, but Eslenda didn’t have much longer, it seemed from the way she looked around the forest impatiently.
I asked, “How do you decide between turning invisible or taking on the appearance of someone else?”
“Like with every spell of ordia,” she explained, “the decision is made in one’s mind.”
“So your mana must be connected to your mind in such a way that it understands your thoughts,” I realized.
“Yes, it must.”
“Then using mana for resistance should be the same way,” I concluded, thinking I was onto something, but she shook her head at me.
“It’s not exactly like that. Resistance takes practice, like spellcasting. You cannot tell your mana to cast Expel without help from your mind, and you cannot tell your mana to resist Dislodge without help from your mind. You must train to cast and to resist specific spells. Your mana works in harmony with you because it is part of you. It is like an arm and a hand, but so much more. You understand?”
“Yes. Will you cloak again?” I decided to take a different approach to resistance now. In order to resist the spell, I had to fight it the same way I would fight Dislodge trying to take me off my feet.
Eslenda cloaked. I moved close. Her silhouette looked like heat waves.
I felt nothing. Nothing. I tried closing my eyes to really focus on what my mana told me, but that didn’t help, either.
I opened my eyes. “Why can’t I feel the spell?” I asked, holding back my frustration.
She reappeared, but it was Charlie who answered. “Because the illusionist is too strong. You’re trying to resist a powerful spell from a powerful sorcerer, and you’ve had no practice. It would be like trying to resist Leon’s fire. It’s just not going to work.”
“I believe the young one is right, Jon. This is pointless. I have wasted enough time as it is. The forest must be watched.”
I let out my breath. “Please just another moment. I can’t leave without having some idea what to practice.”
“You’re going to have to learn ordia,” Eden told me. “I can feel when she’s using the spell because it feels like ordia. I know that doesn’t help you much,” she said with a shrug. “It’s like a tickle in my mind. I don’t know how to describe it.”
“But can you locate her by feeling for ordia?”
“I have a general sense of where she is, yes. But Aliana would be more accurate with her tracking.”
“That’s true,” Aliana agreed. “It doesn’t seem like you’re going to learn to resist the spell before you might learn how to cast it. We might as well get to training, all of us. We don’t often get to the forest, as you’ve said.”
I hated to give up on the idea of seeing through Cason’s illusion, especially given how difficult it was going to be for me to learn ordia. But it was what the king wanted. Aliana was right. It was time to train while we could.
At least the time wasn’t wasted, I told myself. I had learned more about mana, and its connection to the mind. I still felt like I knew hardly anything, however. I was a little envious of Charlie, how much time he’d spent studying mana. And with his mind, he absorbed it very quickly. I really should be experimenting with him, like he had been pleading with me to do for some time now.
As soon as I learned some ordia.
“All right, thank you, Eslenda,” I said. “I’m sure we’ll see each other again.”
“We will. Best of luck against Cason, all of you. He is a man who does not deserve freedom, for he has used it against the good of mankind.”
She walked off.




CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Shortly after Eslenda left, Eden asked Aliana if she would hunt with her, as it would be a good way for Aliana to practice her tracking as well obtain ingredients for Eden’s enchantments. I still didn’t know what kind of enchants she was making, but I figured if she had something useful for my sword, she would’ve told me. It was clear by now that our fight against our enemies was not over.
I expressed my worry about them hunting alone, but I felt better after Reuben and Michael agreed to join them. That left me with Charlie, Kataleya, and Remi.
But after a little bickering with Charlie—when he’d soon realized I was only going to be training ordia right now and not helping him experiment with mana—he rushed off to catch up with the hunting group, leaving me with just the fire and water mages.
We practiced for hours, snacking through lunch without stopping. I made good progress familiarizing myself with the low notes of ordia, thanks to my vibmtaer and color chart. I took breaks when I tired, watching Remi and Kataleya with awe.
Remi played with fire casually, as if the burning energy was a third arm she had her whole life. She could bend it to her will, reshaping the fire from clusters into spears.
Kataleya was just as talented with water, moving and shaping it in similar ways as if competing with Remi. They seemed to find entertainment in one-upping each other, often shown through tense expressions that broke into smiles as they mimicked each other’s shapes.
My morbid thoughts made me curious about who would win in a fight between them.
Remi broke out in a sweat quickly, her wild hair sticking to the sides of her face. I was sure part of the reason was the heat from her fire, which I could feel even ten yards from her, but the other reason certainly had to do with the immense effort she put into practicing. As determined as I was, even I took more breaks than she did, as it was just too taxing for me to continuously use low notes of mana. Remi usually trained hard in the courtyard, but here she seemed to strive for improvement with even more ferocity, as her game with Kataleya slowly came to an end. Each practiced on her own again.
My stomach was grumbling. I had eaten, but the quality of the dried food we’d brought just didn’t compare to what we would’ve gotten at the castle. I didn’t have the same stamina like I did before my punishment had begun. It wasn’t as if I’d caught up on any missed sleep last night, either. I couldn’t imagine spending another night here in the forest. My time in the castle had softened me. I was used to hearty meals and soft beds. I figured my peers felt the same. It should be easy to convince them to return for supper rather than stay here another night.
Kataleya soon took a break. I was a little surprised when she came over to sit on the same tree stump with me. There wasn’t much space for her, our shoulders touching, but she didn’t seem to mind, and neither did I.
“I wanted to thank you for the things you said yesterday,” she began. “That whole conversation went much more smoothly because of your help.”
She looked into my eyes from quite close. I glanced over at Remi, who was staring until she saw me look, then quickly returned to her casting.
“I’m glad you stopped us to have that talk,” I said. “It was needed.”
“It was.” She held my gaze and looked as if she wanted to say something else, but it took her a few moments to get the words out. “Do you still think I did it?”
“No. And I’m sure even the king knows that there’s a good chance someone set you up.”
She smiled as she looked ahead and had a breath. But then she lost her smile. “I think whoever it is might become desperate now that we’re all suspicious, especially if Cason is relying on them for something.” She looked into my eyes again. “I’ve always felt that I could be honest with you.”
“I’ve always appreciated your honesty.”
“Yeah, I figured. You seem like the type who doesn’t like to hide things.”
“It’s not that I dislike hiding things, it’s that I’m incapable.”
She gave a laugh. “I also thought that might be the case.”
It made me a little flustered to speak from so close, my heart rate climbing as I thought about how she could have this conversation without sitting on the same stump, rubbing shoulders with me.
“It seems that we’ve both been targeted by the traitor,” she said. “Will you look out for me if I do the same for you?”
“Of course.”
“Thank you.” She put her hand over mine and squeezed as she stood up. Then she walked ten yards away and returned to her training.
I grew more flustered as I was filled with various emotions, but my suspicion was getting the better of them all. Had she just used her charm to make me trust her even more? Was she the traitor after all?
It was either that or she really trusted me and seemed to have an attraction toward me. I liked to think it was the latter, but picking out the bad in someone was not my specialty.
I had spent a considerable amount of time—most of it with our clothes off—with a girl named Joanne in my hometown of Bhode. She was the only girl with whom I had any romantic involvement, but our relationship didn’t last long. We were never friends when we were growing up near each other, but that didn’t seem to matter much to her. She was a year older and made her romantic intentions quite clear soon after I turned seventeen.
We didn’t spend much time talking, even after she started inviting me into her bed. She didn’t seem interested in building a trusting emotional relationship, which confused me at first, though I didn’t complain. I tended to go along with the pace she set. I was attracted to her, and everything we did was new and exciting. It was only after my father became sick that I realized how little she actually cared about me. I was no longer interested in any passion when my father was bedridden.
She was short with me, irritated, completely not understanding. I stopped trying to reach out to her for emotional support because she just made me feel worse whenever I did. It was my father who usually helped me through tough times, and he still did, even while he was sick. He constantly reassured me he would be fine, but we both could plainly see he was getting worse. It was only near the end that he changed his tone and started preparing me to be alone.
After he passed away, the news spread quickly around the small town, so I was certain Joanne had heard it from someone. I expected her to show up and apologize for her behavior, but she never did. We never resumed our physical relationship.
It was a year after his passing, when I’d made the decision to leave permanently, that I thought to inform her of my decision. I was completely shocked when she responded with anger. She even threw a fork at my head while I was standing in her kitchen. She must’ve expected us to get married because there was no one else close to either of us in age.
I thought through all of this as I sat on my stump. I felt bad about how everything turned out. Both of us should’ve been clearer from the start. But as difficult as that year was for me, I’d still had it much better than Remi had. Like me, she had been paired with someone only because her options were limited. But her partner was so much worse than mine turned out to be.
It wasn’t long after my confusing interaction with Kataleya that the hunting group returned with a few large sacks that seemed to contain various animal parts. Eden spoke for the group.
“Jon, we’ve decided we’re going back. We know you probably want to stay here another day to get the most out of your practice, but—”
“No, I want to return for supper.”
“Oh good.”
Everyone started to gather their belongings.
Michael seemed concerned as he approached me. “Are you all right?” he asked.
“Just tired,” I admitted. “I still have many hours to go before I can cast anything with ordia, but it shouldn’t be much longer afterward that I can make my first illusion.”
“Must be exciting. I’ve always wondered what it feels like to make an illusion.”
I was surprised I hadn’t wondered that. It was exciting. I really should try to take more time to enjoy this.
I had spent too long worrying without appreciating anything. It was like I was waiting to appreciate my life when all of this was over. What was the point of that?
“I assume hunting paid off?” I asked, pushing down my sour attitude.
“Certainly did.” Michael looked over at Eden, who didn’t see him as she went for her horse.
I grinned as I noticed the look in his eye.
I glanced at Kataleya. She was already looking at me. She gave a slight nod. I returned the gesture.
I still wondered if this could all be an act on her part. If so, she could be the best liar in the world.
“I’m starving,” Michael said, bringing me out of my little reverie.
“So am I.”
I was glad Michael was with us as well. This whole experience might’ve felt downright lonely if I hadn’t had his company. I hoped whatever he wanted with Eden was what Eden wanted with him.
Now if only I could figure out what Kataleya wanted with me.
*****
I was eager to eat when I returned to the castle, but I was more eager to bathe first. Unfortunately, I couldn’t even do that. The king met us in the courtyard and had Kataleya escorted away—into the great hall, not the keep where the dungeons were located—and then told me to come speak with him.
I followed him into the keep, where the three hearths burned hot on the ground floor. I supposed I had become accustomed to the extravagance of not only the keep but every structure within the castle. I didn’t know when I had stopped appreciating it all, but it had happened. I wanted to change that right now, but I was too dirty and hungry to care about anything but bathing and eating.
I followed the king up the stairs as I forced myself to notice the tapestry and paintings adorning the walls. Then I came across the spot of the painting that had been replaced since I had broken it. I had used the old painting as a shield to defend myself against Scarlett, a dark mage who posed as a sorcerer on our side. She was dead now, like many other dark mages.
I was so very tired as well, but the king took me all the way to the third floor before he chose a hallway to lead me down, three armed guards following us the whole way. Eventually, he led me into a meeting room with a long table and another hearth with a lit fire. I had already gotten hot in the keep, even though the winter air was cold outside. I just wanted to be out of here. It might’ve been the first time I was not eager to resume my training, my spirits dampened.
The king motioned for me to sit at the head of the long, empty table. He took the chair next to me.
“I would expect something came out between you and the other sorcerers,” he said in a near whisper, his guards outside the closed door where they could not hear.
“You assumed correctly, but nothing was determined. We only came to the conclusion that any of us could be working with Cason except for me and Charlie, only because of what has happened to us and what each of us has done.”
“Yes, Barrett and I have come to the same conclusion. Everyone will be watched. Charlie would be part of this conversation as well, if I thought I could trust his discretion.”
“Sire, I appreciate your trust, but if you are going to share some plan with me right now, I’d rather I didn’t know.”
He seemed concerned as he leaned away. “Why is that?”
“I know one of my peers could be working against us, but the rest of them are my friends. This has been very difficult for me.”
“This? What exactly?”
It was hard to be anything but vague when I was this tired. “Everything. I did not come here expecting to fight. I didn’t want to be involved in a war. That’s why I waited for the rebellion to end before I left Bhode.” Your rebellion, I refrained from saying. I didn’t know why I was letting all of this out, but I couldn’t stop myself. “I just wanted to learn about sorcery, but I see now why my father wanted me to stay in Bhode, even if it meant never reaching my potential.”
I worried about the expression the king was showing, as if now he was wondering if he’d made a mistake recruiting me. I had a breath and forced myself to correct the situation.
“I am glad I’m here, sire. There’s nowhere else I should be.” All of this was true. “I’m just trying to say that things seem to be getting more difficult, not easier. With all of my responsibilities, I’m not sure how well I can handle keeping secrets. If it’s not required, I would prefer I didn’t know rather than have to hide it.”
“I see.” He paused, then began to nod. “All right. You won’t have to hide anything. Now tell me everything that was discussed with the other sorcerers, with the elf, and how you are progressing with learning an illusion.”
“Must it be everything?”
“Yes, be quick and to the point.”
Given the order, I didn’t know what else I could do but begin.
*****
I was glad to be back in the apartments as I prepared for my bath. I would wash quickly and then see about obtaining another meal. The king had brought in food while we’d spoken, fortunately, most likely sensing my low spirit and figuring I needed subsistence. I hardly remembered eating, and I was still hungry.
I had told the king everything I could remember from the long conversations in the forest, all the while feeling as though I was betraying my friends. I tried to improve my mood by telling myself they must’ve assumed I would be asked to share everything with the king, and it did help to remember that the king already knew of everyone’s past. I just wished it was someone else who the king could confide in besides me. Like Charlie, just for an evening. I needed a break.
After I was done, the king told me that I would be visiting The Pearl in the morning to speak with the same innkeeper who I’d met weeks ago. I had followed a dark mage into the large inn and watched this innkeeper give the dark mage a pouch of what I had assumed to be coins. After speaking with the scared man soon after, I found out this dark mage was extorting the innkeeper and that the head guard of the city was in on it.
It was this information that led the king to remove the head guard—a cousin of Kataleya’s—from the position, and replace him with Byron Lawson. I had been surprised that the king would do this just from what I had heard about the head guard, but he’d assured me at the time that this was not the first evidence they’d collected against the man.
Now I was to meet the innkeeper in The Pearl again to find out if dark mages had continued to extort him, something the king hoped to be true. He wanted me to find out when they tended to come in so we could prepare a trap. We needed to capture at least one other dark mage who plotted against us to find out about Cason’s new plan.
The king also assured me that he was worried about this innkeeper, though I wasn’t sure how much he really did fear for the man’s safety if he hadn’t told Byron to send protection. My concern was proven wrong, however, when Nykal said that they had found out this innkeeper’s name, Mathew Plumb, and that he’d been watched to see if he’d had more visitors. None had been seen, but Byron Lawson didn’t have enough guards available to watch all businesses all the time. It was likely that dark mages could be waiting until there were no guards around to extort Mathew Plumb.
I had promised Mathew that no one would find out he was the one who’d told me about the extortion. I had only spoken of it to the king, Barrett, and Leon. If something had happened to Mathew, it might be a sign that Barrett could be working against us.
Before sending me off, the king had handed me my new identification papers with an official signet near his signature. On my new papers was my name, birthdate, place of birth—everything that had been there before. But now a line had been added at the bottom saying that I was a sorcerer of the kingdom.
Nykal had explained that this permitted me to carry a weapon openly, to arrest anyone—even guards—and to enter private premises at will. Of course, he expected I wouldn’t abuse any of these new privileges, or he would take them away as quickly as he had granted them to me. I had assured him he had nothing to worry about in that regard.
The king was clearly taking more proactive measures to stop these dark mages than he had before. He’d said I would be leaving with a callring and even instructed me how to send different signals depending on how urgently I needed assistance and how much I might require. It wasn’t a very scientific method, for we didn’t have many ways to use the callring. The urgency simply depended on the speed and rate with which I used the ring.
Through numerous tests, the king had discovered that the most efficient way to send a vibration from one callring to another was by flicking it. It was an almost silly notion, desperately and rapidly flicking the ring on my finger if I came into trouble.
“Jon? Jon?”
I was startled as I realized I had fallen asleep while resting in the warm bathtub. Then I had a real scare as I realized that a woman’s voice was asking for me, right nearby.
My body was submerged under the water. My head had been resting against the top of the tub, just above the water. A curtain surrounded the tub and the small table nearby with my towel and clothes, painting the princess as a growing shadow against it as she edged closer.
“Jon?” she said again.
“Uh, yes, princess?”
“Oh, I was worried! Are you all right?”
“I am in the boys’ bathing quarters, right?” I had been so tired, I had to make sure.
“Yes, I know I’m not allowed in, but I was scared you might’ve fallen and hurt yourself or something of that nature. Everyone else has already bathed and finished eating, but I didn’t see you in the dining hall.”
“I’m fine. I just fell asleep.”
“All right, I’m leaving in just a moment. I only need to tell you that I’ll have supper recooked for you, but it’s too late to leave your plate in the hall outside your room. We can’t have rats, you know. You have to eat in the dining hall and put it in the washing tub in the kitchen when you’re done.” I could hear her walking out as she spoke. “That’s all. I’m glad you’re all right!”
It took a moment to realize how nice that was of her. Fortunately, I came to my senses just before she left.
“Wait, please!”
I didn’t hear anything.
“Callie?”
“I’m here.”
“Thank you so much,” I said, but I still didn’t feel like it was enough. She had always been so kind to me, and I was beginning to think that she now realized there would be no romance in our relationship, so it would be even easier to be her friend. “If there’s anything I can do for you, please let me know.”
“Oh, of course you don’t have to do anything more than you’re already doing, healing the sick and defending the city. I just want to do what I can to help, which isn’t much.”
“Well, I really appreciate it.”
“I’m glad.”
She left, and I hurried to finish my bath. I didn’t know what time it was, but I figured many of my peers were already in bed. I didn’t think any of us had slept very well in the forest last night.
I entered the great hall hesitantly, as it was near pitch black. There was just one candle lit near a lonely plate at my usual place.
It was eerie to eat alone in the dark, so quiet. Normally, I wouldn’t be frightened by the situation, but I had real enemies out there past the wall, and possibly one in here.
I ate quickly.
Eventually I heard movement in the dining hall, but I couldn’t see anything in the thick dark that enclosed me.
“Who’s there?” There was a tinge of fear in my voice.
“Jonnnnnnnn!” an ominous voice reverberated. “I’m the ghost of digestion! I’m here to haunt you because you always eat too faaaast!”
I grinned as I recognized Michael’s voice. “Very funny!” I called into the darkness.
I heard his footsteps. Then he came close enough for me to make him out from the surrounding darkness.
“Need some company?” he asked.
I chuckled as I saw what he was wearing.
“What?” He sounded offended as he looked down at himself. “You don’t like my nighttime attire?”
He wore a silly white coif on his head, the straps holding tight under his chin. His robe was open at the front, showing white shorts and a thin shirt of the same color. He closed his robe petulantly.
“Some friend you are!” he said. “As soon as I heard you were still up, I hurried over here because I know how scary the dining hall can be at night.”
“I’m sorry. Yes, please, I would love some company.” I gestured at the bench on the other side of the table.
He sat down across from me. “I get cold at night, all right?” he said, pointing at the coif.
“That’s no problem,” I answered with a laugh. “How did you know I was here?”
“I asked the princess if she had seen you. She usually seems to know where you are.” He gave a wink. “Anyway, she said you fell asleep in the bathing quarters. But that’s all she told me. I’ve been wondering how she found out?” He held a smirk, the shadows from the candle making him look sinister.
“She didn’t see anything. So how did you know the dining hall was scary at night?”
“Fine, I will let you change the subject,” he said with a lifted finger. “Because we are good friends, but I would hope that, as the good friends that we are, you would tell me if something happened between you and any girl here, including but not limited to the princess.”
“I would. And I will tell you right now that nothing will happen between me and her.”
“That’s probably wise. Speaking of wise.” He stood and looked as if he would say something else, but then he just started walking off.
“Where are you going?” I asked.
“You asked me how I knew what the dining hall was like at night. The answer is from snooping. It’s the same reason I know about this.”
“What?”
“Just wait there.”
Michael traversed the long room. But as soon as he disappeared into the darkness, I heard him slam into something.
“Ow! Good god, my shin! I’m fine, don’t worry!”
“You sure you don’t need the candle?”
“No, there are windows in the kitchen and the moon is bright. I just need to—” I heard him run into something else. “Dammit! The same shin!”
I picked up the candle and walked over. As the light bathed him, I saw him hunched over near a bench, nursing his shin.
“Thanks,” he grumbled and exited through the door to the kitchen.
Sometimes I didn’t know if Michael looked foolish on purpose, just for the sake of entertainment, or if he was just being himself. Either way, my meal had become a lot more enjoyable since he’d arrived, and I was going to start appreciating things like that from now on.
“Don’t come in!” he called from the kitchen. “It’s a surprise.”
I waited outside the door for some time. I was not surprised when he came back later with two mugs filled with what I assumed to be ale.
“I shouldn’t,” I told him, even though I appreciated the gesture.
“Just one drink,” Michael said, walking past me back toward our table. “The ghost of digestion says you shouldn’t sleep right after eating anyway. One drink,” he repeated.
“All right,” I gave in. The last time I had any ale was when I had met Scarlett, in Tryn. It was a short meeting, Barrett arriving soon after and convincing me to go with him to the castle. I was very glad he had, but I had to admit to myself now that even he could be working against us.
“What’s with the face?” Michael asked as we sat down across from each other again.
Here I was already losing appreciation as I worried about the future. I smiled and lifted my mug. “Just tired. I’m glad you’re here. To your snooping.”
“To my snooping,” Michael agreed as we clanked mugs.
We drink in silence for a little while.
“Did the king tell you anything interesting?” Michael asked.
My skepticism sent off alarm bells but just for a moment. This was Michael. If I couldn’t trust him, then there was no point of sharing anything with anyone here.
“He just wanted a summary and gave me my next assignment. What about you?” I asked, hoping to deflect as I figured out how much I should share. “What will you be doing tomorrow?”
“I’m practicing a new spell, actually, with Leon’s help. ‘Windshield.’ Apparently, I just needed to add uD to the wind spell, which is the highest note I can reach, so it makes it easier.”
“I’m just learning that uD adds density to every spell, also thanks to Leon, actually.”
“The bastard’s actually teaching.”
Another thing for me to appreciate.
After a few sips in silence, Michael asked, “So who do you think is working against us?”
“I’m more concerned trying to figure out what they might be planning instead of who they are.”
“Does the king have any idea?”
I studied his expression, but Michael he seemed more interested in his ale at the moment. He looked up at me and appeared shocked.
“You don’t think I’m a traitor!?” he said, and I could hear he was really offended this time, as opposed to before.
Somebody was a talented liar, and I didn’t put it past Michael. But no, if I had to take a guess, it was not him. “Of course not,” I assured him.
“You had me worried for a moment.” He took another sip, eyeing me the whole time.
“Do you have any guess as to what our enemies might be planning?” I asked.
“Cason clearly wanted us to be afraid. It’s why he threatened you rather than killed you when you first met him. He thought he could use that fear to take power. I’m glad he was wrong. Then he attacked you and Leon in the street thinking he could kill you. Again, he was wrong. My guess is that he’s tired of being wrong. He’s probably planning something with a very low chance of failure. It could be something small, a theft from a noble family. It’s not just power he wants, as the king described, but coin as well. But we can’t let him get this coin, even if it’s from a rich family that is not supporting the king. It’s our true enemies in Rohaer who need this coin. They have been working with Cason for some time now.”
All of that sounded right to me. “So you don’t think any of us are going to be targeted?”
“No. But that’s just a guess.”
We each were taking longer drinks by then.
“What does the king have you doing tomorrow?” Michael asked.
“I have to check up on someone for him. I’ll have the callring in case something happens, but I don’t expect to find trouble.”
Michael seemed disappointed by my answer. He looked down at the table for a little while, then picked up his mug. He started to take a sip but stopped. “I do understand that you shouldn’t reveal too much to anyone until we know who the traitor is, and I’m trying not to let it bother me.” He took a drink. “It is hard, though,” he added.
I’d had a few friends in Bhode, but I wasn’t as close with any of them as I felt to Michael. Most of us growing up in my small town were usually just trying to have fun. There wasn’t a lot of care put into our actions.
I wasn’t sure how to express this to him. I thought on it for some time, but the right words just didn’t come.
“I’m sorry,” I said. “It would be much worse for me here without you.”
“Reuben and Charlie as your only friends, can you imagine?”
I smiled. “I can.”
We were getting close to finishing the last of our ale. I had been looking forward to eating quickly and sleeping, but now I didn’t want to leave.
“I’ve been wondering something,” I said.
“What’s that?”
“Why can’t the king have Barrett make us sign another binding contract, this one promising we won’t help Cason in any way?”
“I asked that same thing to Eden in the forest earlier. Apparently, a person can only be bound to one contract at a time. The binding spell won’t work with the second contract.”
“That seems strange.”
“Does it, though? Think about if two contracts could be signed. One could have you protect the king and the other could have you try to kill him. Now that sounds like a strange scenario to me. What is this individual to do? I’m glad such a situation is not possible.”
“I mean it’s strange that, by nature, we are limited to only one contract. It’s almost as if it was planned.”
“Eden and Kataleya believe it was, remember?” Michael said. “The rules of ordia were made by one demigod, Nijja. To be honest, I’m starting to believe the same thing. How else would you explain some of these rules? Like how Identify tells the caster what enchantment is active. I just don’t see how that could have occurred naturally.”
“The spell coming to exist naturally makes sense to me. It’s because our mana is capable of so much, probably more than we realize. Normally, we have to speak to our mana to create a spell. Identify is one spell where it works the other way, the mana speaking to us. There might be other spells that work similarly, probably with ordia.”
“You must be looking forward to learning it, if I know you as well as I think I do.”
“I am.” That reminded me that I should be heading to bed. I thought about finishing the last of my ale, but Michael spoke quickly as if to stop me.
“So you don’t believe in the demigods? You know, there have been accounts of people seeing them, even speaking with them. It seems to be happening more recently than before.”
“Eden told you this?”
“She did.”
“What kind of conversations did these people have with demigods?”
He shrugged. “What about the krepps?”
“That’s a good point.”
Even the king hadn’t found a way to explain the krepps learning common tongue, coming to meet with us, and describing an interaction with Souriff, the demigod who created dvinia.
Michael grinned. “All right, last drink because it is too late now.” He lifted his mug. “To when this is over, and we can really celebrate.”
“I look forward to the day.”
We finished the last of our ale. I was certainly starting to feel it go to my head, as it had been a tall mug he’d filled.
We went to leave our mugs and my plate in the washing tub in the kitchen. “What do you think of Eden?” Michael asked me suddenly.
I held in a smirk. “I think she’s funny, but she can be a little rude.”
“I know.” He gave a long sigh. “She’s perfect.”
“For you? There’s probably no one better.”
“What about me for her?” he asked, raising his eyebrows.
“I have no idea,” I admitted.
“You’re supposed to say I would make her very happy!”
“Oh. You would make her very happy.”
“That was extremely convincing.”




CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Charlie became upset during breakfast the next day. It seemed that he had assumed we would be able to train this morning, but I told him I needed more time. The king was sending me out of the castle, and it wasn’t as if I could just ignore this order. Charlie tried to convince me that working with him to figure out mana was going to help everyone more than whatever I needed to do outside the castle, but all I could tell him was that he needed to take it up with the king.
Soon I was headed out while all my peers stayed behind. It was the king himself who had the other callring, which was enchanted by Eden some time ago along with the one I wore on my finger. I took my sword with me as I went down the streets this time. I wouldn’t be leaving the castle without it anymore. If carrying it made people nervous, then I was sorry for that, but I needed to have it.
I walked to The Pearl, a large establishment that seemed a little too quiet for an inn. There was a man sitting behind a desk near the entrance, a mean look on his face. I immediately wondered if he was the reason there didn’t seem to be much business here.
The last man I’d spoken to here had a kind face, though it was his fear I remembered most. Looking at this other man, it was difficult to imagine him being afraid of anything, with his prickly beard and grisly expression. He seemed to be a little younger than the last, but still about twenty years my elder.
He did put on a smile that seemed friendly enough. “Are you interested in renting a room?”
“Actually, I’d like to speak to someone else who works here. He’s an older gentleman who was greeting visitors a while ago.”
“Do you know anything about him?”
“No, I…” I stopped as I realized how strange the question was. Why did it feel like I was being interrogated? “I don’t see how that’s relevant.”
He stood up. I began to wonder if this man had done harm to the other, but from the way he was looking at me, it seemed that he might’ve suspected the same about me.
“So you’re not at all interested in renting a room, you just want to know about my cousin.”
“I didn’t know you were his cousin.”
“Do you even know his name?”
“Did something happen to him?” I asked.
He came around the desk. “You’re going to answer my question," he demanded.
Although I was somewhat tall and quite strong, this man was larger than I was. Normally I wouldn’t have been intimidated, but the fact that he clearly had noticed the sword sheathed on my belt and didn’t seem to care made me worry.
He spoke again, angrier this time. “You’re going to tell me exactly why you’re here asking about my cousin.”
“What happened to him? Is he all right?”
“I think you know exactly what happened to him, and I think you’re coming here to do the same to me.”
It looked as if a fight was what he wanted. “Relax,” I said as he stepped toward me. “I’m with the king.” I took out my papers.
He huffed with aggression but reached up to take the papers out of my hand rather than strike me, which he clearly wanted to do. He gave them a quick read, his expression not changing much.
“A sorcerer?” He gestured at the parchment. “Is this real?”
I took it back from him and pointed at the king’s seal at the bottom. “It’s real.”
“Why didn’t you say so earlier?”
“Because I suspected—” I cut myself off. “Is there a more private place we can speak?” I didn’t like that anyone could come through the open door behind me.
“Follow me," said the man.
I didn’t want to make the same mistake as last time, so I asked this man his name as I followed him through the inn. He told me it was Henrik Plumb and that this place belonged to his cousin, Mathew Plumb, but his cousin had disappeared today.
“I received a letter from Mathew,” Henrik explained. “He wanted my help, but he wouldn’t say with what. I traveled far to get here. I arrived yesterday, and that’s when he told me about the mages taking coin and threatening him.”
It was still hard for me to completely trust Henrik. He had a tough voice, and even the way he sauntered through the inn was as if he didn’t have any real fear about any of this. I thought about asking for Henrik’s papers to ensure he was who he said, but it wouldn’t make me trust him more. If he wasn’t working with Cason, he could still have been threatened by my enemies into leading me somewhere.
I let Henrik continue without interruption. I wanted to hear what else he had to claim as I was careful around all blind spots.
“My cousin admitted to me that he told someone about the extortion, a young man.” Henrik looked back at me.
I nodded. “That was me.”
“I’m figuring that out now. I’m not the brightest in our family, but I am the bravest. That’s why he reached out. He wanted protection and didn’t trust the guards. He said the mages started coming more frequently after he spoke with you. They took more coin as if they were desperate for it and told him if he spoke about it to anyone, they would kill him.”
The corrupt guards had been removed from power, but Mathew either hadn’t known or hadn’t trusted it to be true. I should’ve returned earlier to ensure he was not continuing to be threatened, not that I was sure when I would’ve had the time. Perhaps I could’ve done it instead of healing people the other day or training one of the days before.
The hardest part about all of this was not the training, not the fighting, but the decisions. Guilt roiled in my stomach as I thought that I could’ve prevented this man’s disappearance.
“When did you last see him?” I asked, still suspicious about Henrik.
“Yesterday, when I arrived. I escorted him to meet with the new head guard, Byron something.”
“Byron Lawson.”
“That’s it.”
“What happened after?” I asked.
“Byron said these threats and thefts have been happening all over the city in great numbers. He said he already has guards watching other establishments, and the mages stopped bothering them. He’ll have The Pearl watched as well, he said. Then he took down my cousin’s description of the man threatening him. I didn’t think there was much to worry about, but Mathew was still scared when we came back. I should’ve stayed in the same room as him, but I didn’t. When I checked on him this morning, he was gone.”
I had the sense that Henrik was keeping something from me. It was the same sense I had when Remi finished her story. There was something both of them didn’t want me to know, but I wasn’t sure it was anything useful, perhaps just embarrassing or hurtful to remember.
It was Henrik’s tone that was starting to tip me off. Yes, he seemed tough, but I had met a lot of tough men who still had compassion for others. I sensed none from him.
I felt for dteria near him, but there wasn’t a trace of it in the air. He didn’t have any essence of dteria on him, which either meant he was very powerful and didn’t need it, or I was letting my fears get the better of me.
Henrik had taken me to an office not far from the entrance. “Anyway,” he said. “I don’t know what happened to him over the night. I woke up and he was gone. I fear the worst. I’ve already gone and told a city guard about what happened. The guard said he would inform Byron and they would do what they could to find my cousin. I asked them what that was. He didn’t give me an answer. He just repeated that they would look for him. The guards here are useless. What is the king going to do about this?”
“The king has sent me,” I reminded him.
“And what are you planning on doing?”
I plan on not getting ambushed by anyone, I thought as I looked around the office with more care. There was a cabinet with a few things on top, including a dirty brass vase that was in need of a wax. Across the small room was a long desk covered by a cloth. There seemed to be a couple of boxes underneath the cloth.
When Henrik saw me looking, he made a comment. “I can’t bear to see his things until I know he’s all right.”
I didn’t trust much of what Henrik was saying anymore, and I wasn’t going to figure out much else by speaking with him. I wanted to get out of here.
“I will speak with Byron Lawson and see what can be done.”
“It doesn’t sound like you have much hope.”
I looked Henrik in the eye. He frowned, but there seemed to be a hint of joy, of excitement, pulling at the corners of his mouth. He offered me his hand.
“I appreciate you trying to do what you can, nonetheless.”
I shook his hand as I watched his other one. But he just gestured at the door for me to leave first.
Perhaps there was no trap here, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t one waiting elsewhere. I turned to leave but gave a look over my shoulder. Henrik seemed tense as he stood close behind me.
“Was there something else?” he asked.
“I’ll let you know what I find out later today. We will find your cousin.”
Henrik nodded, then gestured at the door again.
I turned and walked toward it, watching the cloudy brass vase to my side. I saw Henrik slowly pull a knife out from behind his back. He must’ve tucked it into his pants earlier. I didn’t know exactly when he had hidden it there, but it had to have been during the short time we were in this room. I pretended not to know he was coming behind me as I reached for the door handle.
I spun around as he closed in and tossed him back with Expel.
The spell wasn’t strong enough to take the heavy man off his feet, but he did stumble back a safe distance. I allowed one moment to judge his reaction as I tried to decide whether to run or capture this man for information. The smirk he showed me gave me my answer.
I spun and grabbed the door handle. I started to yank the door open, but a strong blast of dteria threw me into the opening door, slamming it shut with my head.
A little dazed, I fell to the ground.
I had an upside-down view of my attacker trying to bring the knife down onto my face. I rolled out of the way. Henrik struck the floor and yelped in pain as he grabbed his hand and dropped the weapon.
I started to draw my sword, but he threw me against the door again with a whip of his hand. His magic was much stronger than mine.
I had a strange lack of fear. Instead I found myself jealous that this much older man had been practicing this spell for years, years. And now this overgrown ass was trying to end my life. Why? Because I wanted people to live in a world without theft and extortion?
Anger made me grit my teeth as I landed on my feet this time and threw him back with my own spell. But again, he just stumbled away from me and smirked.
“I’d heard a lot about the battle wizard, Jon Oklar,” he said. “But all I see is a weak coward who tried to run from a fight.”
He must know I could heal, as he certainly had contact with Cason. Yet he was still confident he would beat me.
I flicked the callring on my finger, but I was only able to do it once before he threw me against the closed door again. He held me there this time, suspended, as the dteria crushed my body against the wood.
A groan was forced out as I tried to physically push it off me so I could get my feet on the ground. His arm remained pointed toward me, his hand a claw, his face strained. His dteria was a wall of nearly invisible energy that blurred everything through it, contorting around my body in a tight grip.
The energy morphed around my hands as I tried to push it. It was like trying to shove away water, only it was more solid.
Pain made it difficult to focus as it pinned me against the door, but I concentrated enough to put my all into my next casting of Expel. My spell hit Henrik and swept him up, flipping him over the desk. His body caught on the cloth covering, pulling it off and tugging down a couple of boxes.
There was a crossbow sitting on the other end of the desk that had been undisturbed by the motion of the cloth and boxes. It was already pointed right at me.
His spell came to an end, but he popped up from behind the desk with a mean scowl and pushed me against the door once again with his dteria. I didn’t have the stamina to compete with him. Anyone else would’ve tired by now, but the only sign of fatigue I saw was sweat dripping down his face.
He held one hand out at me as he crouched in front of the crossbow and grabbed it with his other hand, an arrow already loaded. I didn’t worry much about it, for I already had another spell prepared. I blasted Henrik and the crossbow, tossing him back away from the desk. But the crossbow didn’t budge.
The damn thing was nailed down! It was mounted on a wooden base with a short pole, I saw, and it was the base that was attached to the desk. Henrik kept up his spell as he grabbed the desk and got back into position. “I’d like to see you heal a shot to your heart,” he grumbled through his strain.
Fear took hold of me. It wasn’t a coincidence that he had me against the door, the very spot where the crossbow was aimed. All of this had been planned. They had expected me to come.
I had underestimated my enemies, and now I might die for it.
Still unable to reach the ground, I protected myself by crossing my arms over my chest. I didn’t imagine the arrow would go through my arms and my chest bone. I could yank it out and heal my injury. But then I noticed Henrik pulling down on the back end of the crossbow to aim higher, his new target my head.
I lifted my arms in front of my face, but he didn’t shoot. I couldn’t hold them there while checking to see where he was aiming. At least it bought me enough time to ready another spell.
I casted Expel, but I held the energy out in front of me like a shield. It wasn’t as dense as, say, a wall of water like Leon could make, but I hoped it would slow the arrow enough for my hand to stop it. I lowered one hand to hold in front of my chest, my other in front of my face, for I didn’t know which vulnerability he would target.
I screamed as I felt a sudden pain in my right hand and chest. I dropped, finally free from his spell. I looked down at the arrow. It had gone through my hand, the tip stuck in the muscle of my chest just to the left of my heart. It wasn’t deep enough to have gone through bone.
Henrik cursed me as he came around the desk with his dagger in hand. There was no time to heal myself. I tried to get up and grab my sword from its sheath, but my hand was stuck, the arrow holding it against my chest.
I had to pull my sword out with my left hand, swiping at him using the same awkward motion as I grabbed it from my left hip. He just stuck his arm out to block the weak attack as he stabbed at my head.
I fell away from him to avoid it, but he came down on top of me as he slammed the dagger deep into my shoulder.
I screamed as pain tore through me. He ripped the dagger out as I tried to make some distance, my right hand still stuck. My left hand had my sword, but I was gripping the hilt the wrong way with no time to switch.
I threw him back with Expel. He just stumbled a few feet. It still would’ve given me time to switch my grip on the sword, but then he extended his hand and suddenly I was being lifted up from the ground as dteria held my waist in a death grip.
Not only did I have a difficult time using a sword with my left hand, but apparently I was used to casting with my right hand as well. I tried to hit him with another spell, but there was no power behind it as I thrust out my left hand. The only reason for this was unfamiliarity, as mana was the same no matter where it came out of me.
He barreled toward me, right through my spell. He did have a bloody shallow cut on the arm he’d used to block my weak sword strike earlier, but it didn’t seem to slow him at all. I wasn’t about to attempt another.
I dropped my sword, grabbed the shaft of the arrow holding my hand against my chest, and yanked it out with a horrible pain to my right hand. I swiped the arrow at his face as he came at me with his dagger.
He yelped as he stumbled away from me, his dteria dispersing. He held his face as he turned and glared at me, then he let down his hand and I saw the wound I had given him.
There was a deep cut near his eye. I was glad it looked like it hurt.
I had time to either flick my callring or heal myself a little. I decided on the latter as I put my right hand over my chest and focused the healing spell on both bloody wounds.
The spell lasted for just a moment before Henrik was charging me again. I still couldn’t quite make a fist with my right hand. I needed more time.
Exhaustion was getting to me as I pushed him back once more with Expel, but the heavy man’s momentum was too much. He leaned into the spell, knowing it was coming, and it barely slowed him.
But I was fast for my size. I ducked down and slipped past him, though he did grab my shirt near my left shoulder. Pain in my shoulder ripped a scream out of my throat, reminding me that he had stabbed me there.
I squirmed out of his grasp and found myself near the large desk with the unloaded crossbow. I thought about blasting the desk into him, but I remembered how it had not moved earlier. Looking down, I saw that it was nailed to the floor.
I was panting as I reached down among the assorted items on the floor and picked up a heavy book I assumed to be a ledger. Still having to use my left hand, I didn’t feel entirely comfortable as I held it up to block a knife attack at my head.
Henrik’s power took the book out of my hand. He lifted his other to make a claw. Dteria struck me at a downward angle and pushed me against the floor.
Suddenly he was on top of me with the knife hoisted up. But my legs were free and uninjured. I gave him a hard knee to his rear end. He fell on top of my face, his gargantuan torso suffocating me. I tried to push him off, but he was too heavy, so I let dvinia do it.
The force of the spell made me regret it momentarily as the energy ricocheted off him and struck my stomach, taking the last of my air out of my lungs, but it did toss him sideways off me.
I gasped for breath as I weakly got up and careened away from him. I needed a breath before I could face him again.
Then came the dagger in my back.
The force of the attack nearly sent me back to the floor. Sensing he was right behind me, I found my footing and lurched back, hard, throwing my head back as well.
There was a horrible clash, stars in my eyes. I was on the floor without remembering falling. I gingerly made my way back to my feet as I struggled for breath. Henrik was even slower getting up. In fact, he seemed to have trouble finding his footing at all as he looked dizzy, slipping and stumbling around, a gash across his forehead where the back of my head must’ve struck him.
I reached around my back and ripped out the knife through dreadful pain. Then I charged the big man. He looked up at me and tried to get his hands up, but they didn’t protect him enough.
He fell, motionless, the dagger deep in his skull.
I collapsed from exhaustion. In between breaths, I cursed the man a few times, until I eventually realized it was pointless.
There was blood everywhere, his clothes, the floor. Most of it seemed to be on me, though. I didn’t know what to heal first. I decided to go with my shoulder and right hand, but not before I flicked the callring calmly in a steady rhythm. I didn’t know if anyone was already on their way from the single flick I’d given it, but I also didn’t know if there might be other enemies coming. It was best to be safe.
The signal I sent to the king’s callring was that I wasn’t in immediate danger. I didn’t need more than a few people, and they didn’t have to rush over on horseback.
I healed my shoulder and hand, but the room started to spin as soon as I was done with the painful ordeal. I regretted not moving farther from the man’s corpse as I fell forward and put my hands out to catch myself, splashing up our mixed blood.
I cursed a few more times as I crawled away from him, keeled over, and passed out.
I awoke a short time later. I was still bleeding, still exhausted. I had to heal my back, the biggest wound left, but I barely had the strength. I’d exerted myself too hard closing the wound and repairing the damage to my shoulder and hand. I didn’t want to pass out again.
I healed the stab wound in my back, too exhausted to scream, and nearly lost consciousness when I was done. My jaw ached. I must’ve gritted my teeth together during the healing.
I had to take a long break before I could heal my chest and then finally the back of my head. I felt as though I might lie on the bloodstained floor and pass out for a while, but I could hear someone’s footsteps a little ways down the hall.
“Jon?” It was Michael’s voice.
I stumbled over to the door of the office and opened it. “In here,” I said, then leaned against the wall for support.
Michael and Reuben ran down the hall, but both stopped in shock as they came close.
“Good god, are you all right?” Michael asked.
“Just exhausted now. I’ve almost healed myself completely.”
“Nox’s blade!” Reuben exclaimed as he looked into the room. “Who’s that man?” He pointed.
“He said his name is Henrik, but he told me many lies.” Feeling a tiny bit better now, I walked back into the room and finished off my healing with a muffled scream.
I started to search the man’s body, ignoring the dagger in his skull as I gave Michael and Reuben a quick recapitulation. While I told them the short tale, I found a coin purse with a few silvers that I handed over to Reuben to give to the king, mostly so he wouldn’t give me a hard time about possibly keeping it. Then I found what I was looking for: the man’s identification papers.
“What the hell?” I said. “His name really is Henrik Plumb, unless these are forged.”
“Let me see.” Reuben took them from my hands. “No, these are real.”
Michael suggested, “Maybe he just uses his real name and made up the rest about his relationship to the innkeeper.”
“And the fact that they share the same last name is a coincidence?” I asked skeptically.
Michael pursed his lips. “I didn’t know the innkeeper had the same last name.”
“We need to report this to Byron,” I said. “Someone should stay here to make sure no one comes into the inn as we wait for guards to investigate and clean up.”
Michael and Reuben both gave me a similar look of concern. No, they gave my clothes this look. I glanced down at myself. I was covered in blood, so it was probably best if I didn’t walk through the city like this.
“Fine, I’ll stay. Just be quick.”
“Are you sure there’s no one else coming for you?” Michael asked.
“Unless he had a callring that I never saw, then no other enemies should know I’m here. They had clearly prepared a trap in case I came, but it didn’t seem like they knew exactly when I would arrive. They expected Henrik to…take care of me himself.”
“Lock the door after us,” Reuben said. “I’m going to pick up a cloak for you after we get Byron, for the walk back to the castle.”
“Thank you. I’ll pay you back for it.”
“There’s no need.”




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

It was Byron himself who arrived sometime later while I searched the inn for anything that might offer a clue as to what happened to Mathew Plumb. All I found was what seemed to be a blood stain in one of the bedrooms. It was on the floor and didn’t appear too old, strategically covered with a rug that didn’t look like it belonged there given how it didn’t quite fit in the space allotted.
I did also locate a hammer, which I used to dismantle the crossbow from the short wooden bar holding it to the desk.
Byron and Michael met me in the same room, where I’d fought and killed Henrik. I still felt numb to the whole thing. A few other guards, who’d come with Byron, started searching the rest of the empty inn while Reuben was out buying me a cloak.
I looked forward to getting back, changing out of these clothes, and checking my wounds to make sure I’d healed them all properly. Phantom pain seemed to be lingering, as had happened to my ankle after I’d healed the broken bones caused by Cason.
“They really were cousins,” Byron informed us as he gaped at the body. “I almost can’t believe that Henrik was working with Cason. I just spoke with him yesterday. He was aggressively defensive about his cousin’s safety.” Byron glanced at me, specifically at the blood all over my clothes. “Are you sure you’re all right?”
“I am, but are you completely sure they’re cousins?”
He nodded. “I investigated to make sure. They were.”
So Mathew had reached out to his tough cousin for help, yet his cousin had been working with Cason for a long time. I felt immense pity for the innkeeper. He had been scared for weeks…before his worst fear had come true. No, worse than his worst fear. He’d probably never thought that his own family member would be the one to kill him.
I couldn’t believe someone would do that. Even with dteria warping their mind, what kind of callous person would be fine with murdering their own cousin who reached out for help?
Perhaps I had underestimated the corruptive strength of dteria. It made me wonder if even Cason was someone completely different before he started using it.
Then I started to wonder who, among my peers, might be headed down the same dark path. Dteria was right in the middle range of mana, close to fire and water. That made it easier for mages like Remi and Kataleya to use it, because they were already familiar with notes around that range, but I didn’t put it past the other sorcerers who might’ve lied about their range since the beginning of all of this.
“What about the crossbow?” I suggested. We made our way over to the desk, stepping around the body and the pools of blood. The crossbow was painted black. I didn’t know anything about crafting such weapons, except that no two crossbows were the exact same.
“Yes, the crossbow is our biggest clue right now,” Byron said. “Somebody made this weapon, and that person sold it to one of our enemies. I know someone in Tryn who might be able to identify the craftsmen if it originated from there, but given all the recent activity here I have a feeling it was made closer to Newhaven, maybe even within the city. It’s best to take it to the king for investigation.”
*****
After Reuben returned with a cloak for me, we headed back to the castle. Michael and I had spoken with Byron for a little while, but it was a depressing conversation because it didn’t lead to anything concrete. Byron had been entrusted with watching Kataleya’s family and Luther Prigg, the possible father of Aliana.
The cloak was about as nice as the hazel one I usually wore, this one black. I had meant to purchase more clothing, and I especially had to now after my best shirt was ripped from the fight with Henrik.
I had killed yet another man, but I knew it had to be done. Otherwise, I would’ve been the body on the floor in that office.
My first emotion finally came on our way back to the castle. I was scared. He had almost killed me. One man, alone. My confidence was shattered. It wasn’t long ago that I had taken on three men in the home of a dark mage, one of them a dteria sorcerer. I had been tired from my punishment, weaponless as well. Though during that whole encounter, I’d never thought my life was at risk.
The fight against Henrik was like the one against Cason. I’d felt outmatched.
It could’ve easily gone the other way.
I would speak to the king about resuming my offensive training. It wasn’t like I was going to learn how to sustain an illusion long enough to spy anyway. The best I could do with ordia was figure out how to identify enchantments.
“Jon?” Michael asked.
“What?”
“Did you hear what I said?”
“No, sorry.”
“Let him be for now,” Reuben suggested to Michael.
I didn’t know what they saw in my eyes, but both seemed concerned.
I vaguely remembered Michael asking me about the fight just now. Reuben was right, I preferred not to speak. I would have to tell the king soon anyway; they could hear it then.
Eventually we arrived. We marched into the castle, through the courtyard, and straight into the dining hall. It was lunchtime, and the rest of our peers were eating already.
The king sat at his table on the other side of the long dining room, his daughter on one side and his wife on the other. Everyone, including the royal family, stopped eating when they saw us approaching. I noticed most everyone’s gaze on me, as I no longer hid the crossbow behind the large black cloak Reuben had bought for me. Blood stained my clothes under the open cloak, but I knew none of the people in this room needed to be shielded from the sight of a little blood after everything else that had happened.
I walked up to the royal table as I heard my peers getting up and coming after me. A few murmured questions about what had happened, but I blocked out their voices to focus only on the king for now.
“What is this crossbow?” Nykal asked as he stood and gestured at it. Then he lowered his eyebrows. “Is that blood on your clothes? Jon,” he lectured, his tone grim. “You used the callring calmly to signify you didn’t need urgent assistance.”
“That was not a mistake, sire,” I explained. “I didn’t have time to use it until after the fight was over.”
“What happened?” he asked as everyone around us quieted to listen.
“There was a trap waiting for me at The Pearl. I was attacked by a powerful dark mage. He stabbed me many times, but I healed myself. I’m fine,” I assured the king, and everyone else. I didn’t want anyone to know just how close I’d come to losing my life. It was not something I wanted to admit to myself, either. “Michael and Reuben arrived and then went to fetch Byron.” I lifted the crossbow slightly. “He says our best chance at finding someone who knows Cason’s plan is by finding the man who made this crossbow. Byron says you might have an idea how to find him. And I think I should note that the bow Cason used when Leon and I last saw him was painted black as well. It might’ve been made by the same person.”
“Set it down,” Nykal ordered, then gestured for a servant.
I placed the weapon on the table, as far from their lunch as I could, which wasn’t very far.
“Who was the man who attacked you?” Nykal asked, but then he put up his hand to stop me from answering as the servant arrived. “Get Barrett here,” he told the man.
The servant nodded and ran off.
“His name was Henrik Plumb,” I said. “Byron confirmed he was the cousin of the innkeeper. The innkeeper reached out to him for help not knowing that he was loyal to Cason. I believe Henrik killed his cousin.” I paused as I held my tongue. “Our enemies clearly expected me to come there.”
I could only hint at the remaining issue here: I wanted to ask if the king had told anyone else about my task yesterday, someone who might be working against us, which would’ve given our enemies enough time to know I was coming.
However, I didn’t have the authority to accuse the king of betraying me, even by accident. I had already been punished severely for going against him. I wasn’t about to again.
He looked at me for a long while. His majesty was always a difficult man to read.
“The rest of you may return to your seats,” the king announced.
Then he waited as everyone slowly crept back to their spots.
“So Byron knows everything of what happened?” he asked me.
“Everything important.”
“What is he missing?”
“Just details of the fight.”
Callie stared at me with a worried expression. Her mother, however, seemed quite skilled at pretending that no one around her existed as she dined casually.
“It was a long fight?” Nykal asked.
I nodded.
“And you didn’t have even a moment to use the callring?”
“I had to decide between using it and healing myself in the few moments I had.”
“You were that outmatched by one man who I presume could not heal?”
My pride made it difficult to admit, but this was the exact information I had hoped to share. “I was. That is the other matter I wanted to speak to you about.”
“Your progress with the illusion.”
I checked again on the queen, who had finally lifted her gaze to settle on me. She didn’t seem abashed as I met gazes with her. Like her husband, she was difficult to read.
She looked younger than the king by perhaps fifteen years. She was beautiful, a little too beautiful for Nykal, I figured as I looked closer. Nykal wasn’t an ugly man, but he was a little on the heavy side. I guessed his age to be around fifty, the wrinkles of his face tipping me off, though his long hair was hardly graying.
I wondered if it could be the queen who was determined to dismantle this kingdom. Had she left with the king when Grufaeragar was attacked? If so, she wouldn’t have known all of us sorcerers had left. She couldn’t have been the one. Or maybe she had remained here with Callie, which would make it possible.
The king cleared his throat somewhat aggressively. He had a mean look on his face as I returned my focus to him.
I wasn’t exactly comfortable describing my current skill with sorcery, along with my plan to improve, until I could trust the queen, but I was even less comfortable expressing these worries.
“Ordia has been difficult for me to grasp,” I admitted. “I think it will take a while to cast an illusion, and even when I do, it won’t be one that I can sustain for long. I don’t believe using an illusion to spy is a realistic course of action anymore, but I can learn how to identify illusions. I’m almost there. Afterward, I’d like to resume my offensive training with dvinia. Charlie has been eager to work with me. He believes there are things for us to discover that can help everyone.”
“Yes, he has expressed that to me. Very well. Finish training with ordia until you can identify illusions. I don’t want you leaving the castle anymore until you are more comfortable with the idea of fighting against a powerful dark mage like Cason without others at your side. We’ve been lucky so far. It would not be wise to push our luck. Time is on our side. Cason must deliver gold to Rohaer or their army will start to crumble. It is up to him to act.”
“I was hoping I might be able to continue healing people in the city, your majesty, after I’ve trained a bit more. With a little protection, I shouldn’t be at any risk. Leon and I stopped Cason and two others before, and I’m confident we could again if needed.”
“Yes, and I know Leon is confident about that as well. That might be the kind of bait we need to end this sooner, but that was before today, when I thought these dark mages acted on aggression rather than intelligence. This trap you described is making me second-guess myself. Allow me to speak with Byron and conduct more research. I do agree that your ability to heal should not go to waste, but only if it’s safe. I will work out something in the next few days.”
“May I ask if Aliana’s mother has been questioned yet?” I said. The king had mentioned this when he’d last spoken to all of us in the courtyard, when the callring was found in Kataleya’s room. I was desperate to figure out who I could trust. If Aliana’s mother had been cleared of wrongdoing, I could probably rely on Aliana if the time came.
“That is not a matter I will discuss with you, at least right now,” the king told me sternly. “Let me also remind you that I have everything under control. It is not your responsibility to do anything now but train and follow my orders.”
I was careful not to relay my thoughts through any sort of look. The king, although he had a good heart, had failed us in many ways so far. He hadn’t had things under control before, and he didn’t seem to have things under control now.
None of us did, though. From the start, it was as if all of us were coming to terms with our new lives, including the king. Of everyone, he had the most responsibility to keep the kingdom safe, and I wasn’t sure he was up to the task.
I had sworn to protect him, though. I would not let harm come to him or the kingdom if I could help it. I didn’t need an oath to make me promise that. I would rather fight for a man like Nykal Lennox, who wanted the best for his people, than for most other leaders who’d gladly let thousands of innocent people die if it meant maintaining their power.
I bowed my head. “Let me know if you need me.”
The king nodded. I took that as my cue to leave and finally get out of these bloody clothes. I would set them outside my door, perhaps on a towel, but not in my hamper. I didn’t want them to stain anything else that needed washing.
I wasn’t even sure what the washers would do with these clothes, my shirt torn in many places. Perhaps they were better off burned, but there wasn’t a spot designated for robes that were so mangled that they were better off destroyed. I hoped one wouldn’t have to be invented just for me.
I shuddered as I remembered the feeling of Henrik driving a dagger through my flesh. The crossbow bolt through my hand was even more painful.
I didn’t know how any man could go through a fight and still look forward to the next, unless he had no idea what it felt like to lose.




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

I was getting a little tired of having to take a second bath during the same day. Right now the water was very cold. Leon would not heat it for me using fire, and I didn’t feel that I knew Remi well enough to ask her to enter the boys’ bathing quarters just to heat my water.
After I bathed, I again ate alone. At least it was daylight. I could hear my peers outside training.
Soon I was out there with them, but it turned out I couldn’t train just yet. I spent the better part of an hour answering questions from them about the encounter. When Leon emerged from the great hall, I expected him to break everyone up. Instead, he made me fill him in on the details that I’d already told the others.
It wasn’t easy to describe a fight that I was losing until the end. It forced me to relive the mental and physical toll it took on me, but no one seemed satisfied until I divulged all the gruesome details. Charlie and Eden had come out of the great hall to listen to the second half of the fight. I heard them asking for the beginning details when I was done and walking away to train.
I didn’t want to be alone, and yet I didn’t feel like having company, either. I didn’t know what I needed to feel better, perhaps just time. I would focus on my training for the rest of the day.
I didn’t blame my peers for wanting to know exactly how the fight began, progressed, and ended. They were just curious. These were enemies to all of us, after all. Hearing about the way they used sorcery in combat was beneficial.
I still didn’t know how to counter being suspended in the air. The only thing that came to mind was to suspend my enemy as well, locking the combatant in place until he dropped me. It seemed sound enough. One day I would learn how. But first, ordia.
*****
I didn’t have much contact with anyone else throughout the day. Even during supper, I was pretty focused on finishing quickly and getting back to it.
Before the sun fully set, I did manage to cast one spell of ordia, finally. I was sweating heavily by then, wondering if I was really going to have to take a third bath today.
I was so tired that I wasn’t sure I’d be able to stay awake through all of it. The water would be warm. It was heated morning and evening. My eyes wanted to shut just at the thought of soaking in it.
I doubted any of my peers spent as much time thinking about baths as I did.
The spell of ordia was called Identify, a strange spell. It was uncomfortable to have a thought enter my head that I did not put there, but that’s exactly what it felt like when I used it on my callring.
The thought wasn’t translated to language. It was more like a feeling, I realized, as I used it again and again. I could feel that this ring was connected to another ring. The feeling was faint, like a soft gust of wind on my arm. I wouldn’t even notice it unless I was ready for it. Had there been any noise to my environment, a distraction of any kind, it might’ve slipped by. But the rest of my peers had retired to their rooms. Leon did not hold everyone to the long hours of training that he had before.
When I finally called it a day and went to the apartments, I found most of my peers were chatting in the hall. The mood was austere, most of them looking as if they were only there because they didn’t know where else to go. I walked past them and gathered my nightshirt to head down to the bathing quarters.
“Any luck?” Michael asked as I came out of my room. He and Eden were standing outside Eden’s quarters, her door open.
“I can cast Identify now, but I still have to practice it,” I informed him.
“Already?” Eden asked. “That spell took me weeks, and I specialize in ordia.”
“When did you learn it?” I asked.
“Many years ago.”
“That’s probably why,” I said.
The door to Charlie’s room opened. He came out into the hall. “So we’re finally experimenting tomorrow, Jon?”
“We are.”
The mischievous smile he flashed worried me, but then he was the one who appeared worried as I started to walk past him.
“Where are you going? You need lots of rest for our day tomorrow.”
“A quick bath.”
“That’s your third one today! It’s late. Why don’t you sleep? You can’t be that dirty!”
“Charlie, it’s going to be fine.”
He grumbled a bit and then went back to his room.
I finished the short trip down the hall and was about to start down the stairs, but Kataleya coming up and nearly bumping into me made me stop.
She stopped as well, both of us staring at each other.
I was too tired to realize, however, that I was standing in her way as she expected me to move. Of course I should, as the gentleman in this situation. What’s more, I hadn’t noticed Barrett on the turn of the stairs father down, watching.
“Sorry,” I mumbled as I stepped out of her way so she could make it up from the last step.
“It’s fine, Jon,” she said with a small smile.
Barrett said, “I’ll be back later, Kataleya. Don’t go anywhere during that time.”
She ignored him, holding my eyes in her gaze for just a short moment, but it felt like a long time before she finally gave a breath, put her head down, and slipped past me.
I figured Barrett was returning later to lock Kataleya in her room. I had heard mutterings about a locksmith changing the way her lock worked so that she couldn’t leave her room during the night.
I had a quick bath, just a cursory cleaning to ensure I slept as well as I could after the ordeal I’d suffered today. When I was headed back up the stairs to my room, I expected everyone to be asleep, but I heard loud arguing.
I was surprised to see everyone clustered in the narrow hall. It was Aliana who was speaking angrily at Kataleya when I arrived.
“You’ve been manipulating all of us since you came here! If you’d just admit it, I’m sure your punishment will be less severe.”
Kataleya looked as if she didn’t want to fight, her head down. “Can I just go to bed, please, Ali?”
“No, you’re going to answer me!” Aliana looked angry enough to become physical soon. I didn’t understand it, especially when Kataleya seemed to want nothing to do with the argument.
I stepped in front of Aliana to block her. “Is that really necessary?”
“Jon, she’s twenty years old. Twenty!”
“So?” I asked, not surprised she was older as I had figured.
“Most of us are only eighteen,” Eden explained to me, as if that was supposed to change anything. “Charlie and Remi are only seventeen. How old are you?”
“Eighteen. But what does this matter? So Kataleya is a little older.”
“It’s not a little,” Charlie said. “She is three years older than me and the oldest one here. She’s lived seventeen percent longer than I have. That is not little,” he repeated.
“She kept it from all of us,” Aliana said.
“Because it didn’t matter,” Kataleya chimed in from behind me, her back to the wall.
“Eden and I have asked about you and your family many times,” Aliana said. “You never gave us many details.”
“Because I am older and I’ve had a privileged life. I didn’t want to throw it in your face in case you might be jealous.” She was soft-spoken, clearly hurt.
“Michael’s nineteen,” I said. “And so is Reuben. That’s not much different than twenty.”
“Jon, why are you defending her?” Aliana asked with rage in her eyes.
“Because I don’t see what her age has to do with anything.”
Eden spoke more calmly than Aliana did, though there was still an edge to her tone. “It does when Kataleya has told us that she never had time to learn dteria, only water. That’s clearly a lie.”
“Now you’re just twisting my words!” Kataleya stepped forward aggressively, pushing me into Aliana in the process. “I’m so angry I could hit you!” Kataleya told Eden as she balled her fist. “But I think that’s exactly what you want. You are trying to anger me by twisting my words so you can make me look guilty. Is it the both of you? Is it?” She gestured at Aliana. “Are you both working with Cason and you’ve decided to make me take the fall?”
“That’s preposterous,” Aliana said as Eden scoffed.
“Then why else would you both attack me?” she asked. “My friends! It’s Jon who has been in the most danger because of a traitor, and he defends me while you accuse me.”
“Because he is stupid!” Aliana shouted, to my absolute shock. “He probably just wants you in his bed!”
Aliana’s breathing was ragged as we all stared at her. I’d had a feeling she might’ve reverted to her old opinion about me, but to hear it in such an offensive way was still a shock.
“What are all of you gaping at?” Eden asked with the same aggression as Aliana. “She’s right about Jon, and all of you are just as stupid as he is for not realizing the truth.” Eden stormed into her room and slammed the door.
Aliana had a look in her eyes I hadn’t seen before, one of absolute rage. She didn’t seem like the same person, her entire face contorted.
“Aliana,” I began.
But she just stomped into her room and slammed the door as well.
“Uh,” Michael said in the tense silence that followed.
No one had a reply for some time.
“Something’s not right,” Kataleya finally muttered.
Remi spoke up. “What do you mean?”
“I mean that didn’t make a lot of sense. Jon is not stupid and has not given any signs he’s only interested in sleeping with me. They know that. They know the rest of us aren’t stupid, either.”
Something slammed against the wall in one of the girls’ rooms, as if either Aliana or Eden had thrown something. There was a womanly grunt after, then another slam, this against the floor.
“I’m going to bed,” Charlie said, and practically ran off to his room.
“You’re all stupid!” Aliana yelled from her room.
“I’m going also,” Remi said quietly and hurried off.
The rest of us walked farther down the hall to get away from the racket. It sounded as if Aliana was tearing apart her room.
“I could understand one of them getting angry, but both?” Kataleya said. “I really believe something happened.”
“What do you mean by something?” I asked.
“Like a curse.”
“What?” Reuben exclaimed. “Oh come on Kataleya, you can’t expect us to believe that.”
She rolled her eyes. “God above, Reuben, would it really make more sense to you that they’ve suddenly become different people before our eyes? That is not Aliana or Eden’s usual behavior. The things they were saying about me didn’t even make a lot of sense. Yes, I didn’t mention my age or much about my life because imagine how it feels to be the oldest, the richest, and know the most about mana. I don’t like it. Of course I’m not going to bring it up if I can help it. But that’s no reason to react like that.”
“I agree,” Michael said.
“So do I,” I said.
Reuben rolled his lips together as he eyed Michael, and then me. “There must be other explanations for their behavior besides a curse. Don’t you know how rare it is to be cursed, Kataleya?”
“I healed someone who was cursed not long ago,” I said. “So I don’t think it’s very unlikely at all.”
“You did?” Reuben asked. “You’re always off doing things without telling us! How do you expect us to help you if we don’t know what you are up to?”
“First of all, Leon mentioned it in the courtyard when Kataleya was accused. Second of all, I have to figure out who among us is trying to get me killed before I can divulge everything.” I tried to tone down the aggression in my voice. “If Kataleya’s right, and they are cursed, then I should be able to feel it and put an end to it.”
Michael clenched his teeth. “That means going in one of their rooms.”
“And you’re coming with me.”
“Why me?”
“Because the sight of Kataleya might make this curse worse, and Reuben…well, you know.”
“Yeah, all right,” Michael said.
“Reuben what?” he challenged.
“You’re not good at pacifying such situations,” Kataleya explained. “Just let them go. Come with me to fetch Barrett. He should see this.”
“Can’t you fetch him yourself? I want to see what happens.”
“I can’t,” she said. “I’m not allowed to walk around right now without a chaperon.”
“Fine.”
Michael and I went back down the hall as Kataleya and Reuben went the other way.
Michael looked nervous. “Can we try Eden first? She seems less…uh…insane.”
“Good idea.”
I let Michael take the lead. He knocked on Eden’s door. There was no response. I didn’t hear anything from Aliana’s room, either.
Michael and I shared looks of worry. These curses were dangerous as far as I knew. Something could’ve happened to them.
Michael tried the handle. The door opened.
Eden lay on her bed, on her stomach in a twisted position that looked extremely uncomfortable.
“Eden?” Michael asked as he approached.
She didn’t respond.
He shook her shoulder and tried her name again.
She grumbled something unintelligible, but she didn’t wake.
Michael glanced over at me with an eyebrow lifted curiously. “This is definitely not right.”
I took my place next to Michael and put my hand on Eden’s back. I closed my eyes and let my mana search for something amiss within her body.
I was just starting to notice something when I was interrupted by Barrett.
“She can’t wake up?” asked the councilman as he entered the room with Kataleya and Reuben behind him.
“Doesn’t seem so.” Michael snapped his fingers twice near her ear. “Eden!”
She didn’t reply, but we could hear her breathing steadily as if she was deeply asleep.
“Are she and Aliana in danger?” Michael asked with growing concern.
Barrett put his hand on her back and tried to shake her awake. When he was done, he said, “No, this doesn’t seem like a dangerous curse.”
“But it is a curse?” Kataleya asked.
“Yes, I believe so. Jon, what were you about to do when we came in?”
“I’m sure I can cure it,” I informed him.
“I don’t believe that’s necessary,” Barrett said. “It’s probably gone now.”
“What?” I put my hand on Eden’s back. “Yes, it’s gone. I don’t feel anything anymore. How did you know?”
“Because I don’t think Eden would’ve been able to fall asleep if it was still active. Either it expired on its own because it was weak or the witch who set the curse drew it out.”
“The witch doesn’t have to be near the curse to remove it?” Reuben asked.
“Not in most cases. It is connected to their mana. But I believe this curse was just too weak to live for long.”
I wondered, “What about the one in Aliana?”
“I imagine it’s gone now, too.”
Eden awoke and sat up with a swaying head. “What? Why are all of you in my room?” She had one eye closed.
“Eden, what do you remember last?” Barrett asked.
She wore an awkward grin as she looked at Michael. “It’s no surprise to see you here with the others.” Eden winked, then wagged a finger at him. “I know how you feeeeeeel.”
Michael’s face fell as his cheeks turned red.
“Eden,” Barrett said. “Are you the traitor?”
“Psh, no, but I wouldn’t tell you if I were. If I was?” She started counting something on her fingers. “If I…I wouldn’t tell you…which is it?”
“Was,” Reuben answered. “What is wrong with you?”
“What is wrong with you!” Eden laughed.
“Stay here, Eden,” Barrett said as he gestured for us to follow him out.
“Aw, where are you all going?” she whined.
He led us into the hall and closed the door.
“Why does she seem drunk?” Michael asked.
“That’s just an effect of the curse leaving her body,” Barrett explained. “The curse was designed to poison her, lowering her inhibitions while causing extreme anger and aggression. The effect on her body will last a little while even though the curse is gone now. She might still show some anger as well. Everyone reacts differently.”
I asked, “Why didn’t the curse in the woman I cured give her a reaction like Eden’s?”
“If a curse doesn’t affect the victim’s emotions very much, it’s not going to affect their emotions after it leaves their body. Could that be the case?”
“Oh, yes.” Pamela’s curse made her weak, capable of passing out at any moment, but it never affected her emotions.
“Curses that cause anger or glee will make the victim especially groggy as well as lower their inhibitions, even when the curse ends,” Barrett said. “It’s best to let Aliana sleep after we check to make sure the curse is gone from her as well, but I will take this chance to question her.”
“She’s incapable of lying?” Reuben asked.
“Not incapable, no. The lack of inhibitions does make it more likely for someone to speak the truth, however.”
Michael asked, “Shouldn’t someone make sure Eden doesn’t do anything to harm herself accidentally?”
“Yes, watch over her as we check on Aliana.”
“Me?”
“Would you like Jon or Reuben to do it instead?”
I wanted to hear what Aliana might have to say without inhibitions. Even if she was cursed earlier when she announced I was stupid and only wanted to bed Kataleya, she could’ve meant what she said.
“No, I’ll go,” Michael said begrudgingly, then went back into Eden’s room. He left the door open.
“Come to flirt with me some more?” Eden asked with a giggle.
“Just try to go to sleep,” I heard Michael telling her sternly as the rest of us entered Aliana’s room.
Unlike Eden’s room, this place was a mess. There were many items on the floor, including a lamp which thankfully didn’t break. But like Eden, Aliana hadn’t made it under any covers before passing out on her bed practically facedown.
“Oy,” Aliana said with a long breath, gingerly sitting up as we approached. “Oh, Kat. I’m soooo sourry,” she said with a drunken slur.
Kataleya grew a huge smile. “Thank you.”
Aliana looked as if she wanted to get out of bed and hug Kataleya, her arms outstretched, but she had trouble finding balance when her feet touched the floor.
“Whoa. What’s wrong wid me?” She seemed to be in worse shape than Eden.
Kataleya caught her by her hands and steadied her. “You were cursed, and now you’re going to feel drunk for a little while. It’s best to sleep.”
Aliana got her arms over Kataleya’s shoulders and squeezed her firmly for a long hug. “I’mm so sourry,” she repeated. “I didn’t uh mean wad I said.”
“I forgive you,” Kataleya replied.
Aliana gasped as she saw me. “Jon, I’m sourry!”
“I forgive you,” I repeated Kataleya’s line, though my tone wasn’t as heartfelt.
“I just wanted da hurt you, both yous. I dunno why. I really didn’t uh mean what I said.” Aliana’s eyes were squinted as if it was difficult for her to stay awake.
I was glad to hear that. I would forgive her after all.
“Aliana,” Barrett said. “Are you the traitor?”
“Of course nah!”
“Do you have any idea who is?”
“I saw maybe Kata-ley, but I dunno really.”
There was a long pause as Aliana swayed while Kataleya held her. Her eyes were devoid of awareness. She might’ve already forgotten it was Kataleya keeping her on her feet.
“I wanna speak wid my mother again, Barrett.” Aliana spoke tiredly with squinting eyes.
“You will soon.”
“Why can you tell me what ya ask her?”
“Aliana, we’ll speak about this later. You must sleep now.”
“No. Was I cursed?” she asked no one in particular.
“Aggression, anger, lack of inhibition,” Barrett commented. “It’s a common curse, but it sounds as if it was short-lived. Therefore it was a weak curse. The witch or warlock who gave it to you is not very powerful. They must’ve had some contact with both you and Eden today. Neither of you left the castle, however.” He let out his breath. “Hmm.”
Aliana grumbled sleepily as she wiggled out of Kataleya’s hold on her hands. She half fell and half crawled onto her bed. “Jon, will you fine out who curse me and…and make dem stop?” She settled on her pillow, her eyes closing.
“We will together,” I answered.
“Kata-ley…uh, Jon, I’m sourry. I hate they did this. They want all of us to fight. Kata-ley, Jon?”
“We’re here,” Kataleya answered. “Go to sleep, Ali. We can talk tomorrow.”
“No, I want to tell ya something important!”
“What is it?” Barrett asked.
“You’re both so beautiful, Kata-ley, Jon. So beautiful.”
Kataleya chuckled as she stroked Aliana’s hair. “So are you, Ali. Good night.”
We headed out of the room in an attempt to respect Aliana’s privacy, as it seemed like she would divulge anything right now.
“Really! So beautiful.”
Reuben turned around and cleared his throat.
I pushed him. “Keep going.”
But he fought against me and cleared his throat louder.
Aliana didn’t respond.
I pushed Reuben harder. “Come on.”
“What about Reuben?” he called out as he held his ground. “Isn’t he handsome, Aliana?”
“Reuben? He could be beautiful, but he…he…” It sounded like she was dozing off.
“He what?” Reuben asked.
“This is not fair to Aliana,” Kataleya said through gritted teeth as she grabbed Reuben’s hand and yanked him out.
“But he’s too Reuben,” Aliana mumbled softly.
Reuben let out a squeak of insult.
We made it out into the hall and closed Aliana’s door.
“What the hell does that mean, ‘too Reuben’?” he exclaimed.
“It means just that!” Kataleya said. “You have to stop getting all twisted up about everything and start thinking about others more. That was unfair to Aliana. Would you want us questioning you if you were in that state?”
“It wouldn’t matter because I am always honest and upfront, unlike the rest of you!”
“Maybe you’re too honest and upfront, then!” Kataleya replied.
Michael came up to us. I assumed Eden was asleep, her door closed.
“Sounds like it went well in there,” he commented sarcastically.
“All of you to bed,” Barrett ordered. “It is very late.”
“Don’t we have to figure out who cursed them and how?” Kataleya questioned.
“The king and I will discuss that. Off to bed. Kataleya, you first. I will lock you in.”
“You still think I could’ve done this? I was the one who figured out they were cursed.”
“Kataleya, we’re not having this conversation right now.”
She gave a long sigh. Then she promptly composed herself, told us good night, and dragged her feet toward her room.
“Getting really tired of this,” she muttered before she entered her room and closed her door.




CHAPTER NINETEEN

The next day, I would begin working with Charlie after breakfast. I woke up distracted, wondering what might be happening with Aliana’s mother and who had cursed Aliana and Eden. I didn’t appreciate the king and the councilman keeping things from us, but I had to understand that there was nothing I could do about that.
I hoped they were using Leon, at least. I had seen him less in the last couple of days. Perhaps he was helping them in their investigation.
Charlie and I met in the courtyard. Each week was colder than the last. The sun was hidden behind the clouds, a gentle yet chill wind in the air. Charlie and I both wore our cloaks, as did Kataleya and Aliana. Michael and Remi, however, had on thick coats instead. As usual, Eden was nowhere to be seen.
Aliana looked as if she hadn’t slept very well. Her effort was sloppy and halfhearted as she shot her bow. She was still a good shot, though, striking the target every time even from thirty yards out. I was glad to see how quickly she had improved, even if she lacked power today.
Charlie’s messy mop of blond hair had been trimmed recently by Eden, I found out after a short conversation with him. It sounded as if they were becoming closer friends, as they did work together closely with him being a metal mage and her an enchanter. His hair was still long enough to droop down and cover his forehead, but it was no longer in his eyes.
I hadn’t known he was seventeen until last night. I didn’t know that Kataleya was twenty, either. Looking at everyone, it was clear we were all similar in age, so I never really wondered too much until recently. I guess I didn’t care. There was a big difference between seventeen and twenty, like Charlie had mentioned, but I was glad for Kataleya’s wisdom. She had taught me a lot about not only water but mana in general.
“Have you spoken with Leon about what you’re planning today?” I asked Charlie before we began.
“Of course. I have also spoken with the king. Leon said he will join us later to make sure you don’t kill yourself.”
I wasn’t sure Charlie knew just how scary that sounded. “All right…”
“Leon tried to help me with these experiments, but he can’t reach the notes we need to really test my theories. This won’t take long, Jon. You should’ve found the time to do this earlier. Soon you’ll see why.”
“I’m ready now,” I said.
“If you had read more of the book you borrowed from the library, I wouldn’t have to explain much of this.” He sounded irritated.
I thought of reminding him that it wasn’t as if I’d been lounging around. All of my time had gone toward a purpose. But I didn’t want to start the day with an argument.
“I’m sorry, Charlie. Go ahead.”
“Leon explained to me that he already proved to you that adding uD to a spell hardens it. He did this with Waterwall, correct?”
“Yes.” He’d showed me the spell Water and then casted the same spell while adding uD to it, changing it to Waterwall. It was easy to remember, because he’d dropped all that water on Michael shortly after.
“But what we’re going to do now is figure out exactly what D does, and which octave of D is strongest.”
“Why?” I wondered.
“You will see,” he said slyly.
There were two Charlies I was wary of. One was an angry Charlie, who was likely to throw a tantrum like a child. The other was this Charlie, the excited Charlie who was keeping a secret from me. This was the Charlie who’d pulled a dead bat out of a bag while we were eating supper. This was the Charlie who had been working on a curse without most of us knowing. And now he was testing theories by using me.
“I don’t understand something about this,” I told him.
“Because we haven’t even begun.”
“No, not that. I don’t understand why you think these experiments will help the others if Leon can’t even reach the notes required.”
“Because. Rrgh.” He fisted his hands in his hair. “I can’t explain it! You will see!”
“As long as you’re sure this isn’t going to kill either of us.”
“I’m sure,” he answered without taking a moment to consider it. Charlie wasn’t exactly known for being cautious, except when it came to avoiding physical altercations.
“Now you need to cast lD, D, and uD at the same time.” He spoke of this as if it was as simple as snapping my fingers.
“Three octaves? Why?”
“You will see!” he replied with anger.
“It’s not that simple.”
“Rrgh, it should be for you!”
“Just because these notes are within my range doesn’t mean I’m familiar with them.”
“You are! You use D all the time.”
“I use uuD,” I told him.
“That’s what I mean by D. You use a variation of D all the time with dvinia. They’re all the same frequency as uuD just half, half, and half. Octaves are easy. I know you know this. It’s how you learned Heal with three F’s so quickly. You already knew uF.”
I supposed he had a point. “Still, it’s going to take me at least an hour or so, and you still haven’t explained why I should spend my time on this yet. lD, D, and uD is not a spell I’ve heard of.”
There was his mischievous smile again. “It’s not a spell anyone has heard of because it’s not a spell. It’s proof.”
“Proof of what?”
“You’ll seeeee!” he said as he ran off toward the great hall.
“Where are you going?”
He stopped and turned around. “Did you want me to stand here the whole time you practice? I have things to do.”
“Fine, go.”
I noticed Michael walking over to me. He was certainly close enough to have heard the conversation, but just as he was about to speak, Charlie yelled out, “Don’t distract him, Michael!”
Michael froze with his mouth open. Then he turned on his heels and walked away from me.
*****
I thought it would be difficult to learn to use the three notes without knowing why they mattered, but Charlie turned out to be right. It was easy for me to familiarize myself with them.
I had forgotten that I had been using D to learn Identify, as it was one of the four crucial notes of ordia. That meant I just had to familiarize myself with lD and uD.
I did so in about a half-hour. I spent the rest of the hour trying to cast all three notes at the same time. Charlie came back then.
“You still can’t cast it?” he asked with disappointment.
“Just wait,” I said, eager to see what this spell would turn my mana into.
I was used to splitting my mind four ways, which I had to do every time I casted Expel. Therefore, it was no longer a struggle to split my mind three ways like I had to here, even when using notes I was not accustomed to using.
Charlie folded his arms and tapped his foot impatiently before I finally managed to get all three notes right and push out my mana while holding them at the right frequencies.
The feeling was like ripping off a hangnail, but instead of physical pain it was more like a mental cramp. In a blink, my mana shredded off and clustered together, hardening before my eyes as I groaned from the discomfort.
I wanted to hold the spell longer to get a good look at what was happening before my eyes, but I couldn’t stand the mental anguish any longer. I collapsed to my hands and knees, straining just to keep my head up.
To my amazement, my mana didn’t disperse like it would when I finished casting any other spell. Instead, it had hardened and now floated to the ground like snowflakes.
“I knew it!” Charlie shouted. “I knew it! I knew it!”
I still didn’t understand what this proved. My mana looked like sheared ice on the ground. It felt delicate as I scooped some up, smooth and slippery, streaming down from the sides of my hand with a gentle sound. It was surprisingly warm to the touch, making me no longer think of sheared ice. This was hardened mana, and it was unlike anything I had felt before.
“The hell is that?” Michael asked as he came over.
The other sorcerers in the courtyard had gathered around us.
“It’s mana,” I said.
“It’s not just anyone’s mana,” Charlie specified. “It’s Jon’s mana. Oh, if only someone else could cast the same spell of three octaves, we could find out if all mana is the same color.”
Mine was a light grayish blue. I picked up one of the larger chips. It still felt odd to be holding my mana. It reminded me of when I was younger and would peel off a scab to inspect.
The mana was transparent, beautiful. It changed hue as I held it up and it caught the little bit of direct sunlight trying to break through the clouds. Glowing red, then orange, the mana changed somewhat drastically. Wait, too drastically for only the sunlight to be modifying it.
Then I realized it was the heat from my fingers that seemed to be causing the change in color, as it radiated brighter the longer I held it. I set it back down in the pile, and it slowly reverted back to the same grayish blue color as the smaller chips of mana around it.
“Marvelous,” Charlie whispered. “The change in color is not something I anticipated.”
“Why does it do that?” Aliana asked as she bent down and picked up the same piece I’d held. But the mana did not change color this time.
“Cold hands?” I asked her.
“Maybe.”
I hoped this wasn’t too forward as I took hold of her hand with mine to compare. I made sure to let go as soon as I had my answer.
“No, they feel warm.”
“Yeah, yours are colder,” she agreed, handing me the same piece of mana.
It changed color soon after I gripped it.
Charlie shook his wrist as he pointed at it. “That…that…”
We all stared at him, waiting for whatever he had to say, but it seemed like even he didn’t know how to express himself.
“Let me try,” Michael said as he picked up one of the larger pieces.
It did not change color.
But slowly, even the one I held faded back to the same hue as the others on the ground.
“Yes!” Charlie said. “Yes, I think we have proof. Quick, try another, Jon!”
I picked up two other pieces. They did not change color.
“Yes!” Charlie shouted this time. “Mana’s alive! Mana’s alive!”
“What do you mean?” I asked.
Leon’s voice interrupted us. “Did it happen as Charlie predicted?”
Aliana and Kataleya made room for him as we were all crouching around the pile of my mana. Leon’s eyes flashed wide.
He slapped Charlie on the back. “Looks like you were right after all,” he said as Charlie stumbled a bit.
“But I didn’t predict the change in color.”
“What change in color?” Leon asked.
“Do it again, Jon,” Charlie said.
“Can you at least explain what this means first?”
“I still don’t really know. I think Leon might, however. Show him.”
I gave a look at Kataleya. I figured if anyone else would understand, it would be her. But she only shrugged at me.
I stood up and let out my breath. “The spell feels like it’s ripping off a piece of my mind.”
“Because your mind is connected to your mana,” Leon said.
“Could this be causing damage, then?” I asked. “I can’t heal whatever it’s doing.” I’d already tried, but the discomfort was over soon after the spell had ended. I was only left with fatigue.
“If casting octaves of D causes damage, then casting every spell causes damage,” Leon said. “You’re just using your mana in different ways. But rather than transforming your mana into an element or an energy, this spell just condenses your mana enough for us to see it.”
“So it doesn’t prove much after all,” I figured disappointedly.
“No, it does,” Charlie argued. “It proves many things. First, this proves that uD is the most powerful of all the D’s because it was the addition of uD that made the spell possible, and what a spell it was with uD! We can also come to this conclusion because adding uF to the healing spell of lF and F increases the power of the spell by the same magnitude—to a level unreachable by the other two notes. Secondly, it proves that notes of D add density to spells, and uD adds the most. But if you really want to densify as much as possible, one should add multiple octaves of D’s to their spell.
“Thirdly, it proves that spells that have D in them naturally, like spells of dvinia, are naturally denser than others that do not, like erto spells. It also might mean that dvinia doesn’t have the same opportunity to densify with the addition of D notes, since it already needs one just to be cast at all: uuD. However, adding uD to any erto spell will greatly increase its density. Fourthly, if that is a word, it proves that mana is alive. Alive, Jon! And it only remains alive while it’s connected to your mind. I don’t understand exactly what that will come to mean yet, but it is exciting, isn’t it?”
“Very,” Kataleya agreed.
“Interesting indeed,” Leon said. “This gives me a lot to think about.”
It sounded a little exciting to me, but all I really got from it was that adding notes of D to a spell would make it denser. Besides using Water to slow arrows, as Kataleya had done, or Waterwall to block Cason’s shattering pillars of dteria, as Leon had done, I didn’t see how this knowledge was going to help everyone. Leon already knew that adding uD to a spell would make it denser.
“Was working with D all we were going to do today?” I asked Charlie.
“Oh, we’re not even close to being done, Jon,” he said with a smile.
*****
I spent the rest of the day practicing the next set of octaves for Charlie’s following experiment. It wasn’t until after supper that I finally felt like I could soon cast the next spell. I was even more excited about this one, for not even Leon knew what was going to happen.
Everyone gathered around me in the courtyard, as the spell I was working on had become common knowledge. Even Eden had come out of the great hall to watch. She looked tired, as Aliana had appeared the whole day, bags under their eyes. I was sure the curse had taken a toll on them, but I couldn’t let fears of the traitor distract me right now.
The reason this spell was so interesting was not just because Leon couldn’t predict what would happen. It was because I was about to use three octaves of G, specifically lG, G, and uG. It was variations of this note, G, that was in every erto spell. Water, for example was C, E, G. Ice, as another example, was composed of the same notes but lower by an octave: lC, lE, lG. Fire was similar to water, but the middle note was one lower than water, and Air was the same as water but one octave higher.
All of these spells required G. However, neither Charlie nor Leon could guess what G did for these spells. Leon had explained earlier that day, however, that the purpose of the first two notes listed in the spell was known by most sorcerers who understood mana. Charlie had read about this in the book that I had attempted to read a while ago, only to fall asleep.
The first note in every spell, erto spells included, told the mana what kind of spell to cast. Spells starting with lC were ice spells, while spells starting with C were either fire or water spells. The last erto spells, ones of air, started with uC. Apparently, it was impossible to cast any of these spells without starting with the appropriate variation of C. Leon had experimented many times and would’ve had the injuries to show for it had they not occurred many years ago, he claimed.
The next note—E—would be a mystery to even expert sorcerers like Leon if it wasn’t for the subtle difference between E and E min in water and fire. Because such a vast difference could be seen by just lowering E by one note to E min—or Em for short—it proved that notes of E also told the mana how it was going to be used, like the notes of C. So on their own, C’s and E’s didn’t do anything compared to D’s, for example, which clearly told the mana to harden. They just told the mana what kind of spell the caster was attempting.
I was still getting used to this idea of certain frequencies “telling” the mana to do anything, but this was the language Leon had used when he’d explained this, a language that Charlie used as well. It seemed wise to mimic them.
I was beginning to see more and more that mana really was alive, at least in some sense of the word, and it was notes that told it how to behave. In fact, notes were more powerful than our minds, which was only capable of changing the power and direction of the spells.
Ordia seemed to be an entirely different story, which was probably why Leon had so much trouble understanding it. He relied on others, like Jennava, to discuss the nuances of the magical art of order. I could see why. We were mostly just talking about the mana of erto, and I was already getting lost.
But what did G do? That was the question at hand. There were theories in the texts Charlie and Leon had read, with additional information in the scrolls. Leon had admitted earlier that he had a wild guess about what was going to happen, but he didn’t want to possibly ruin the surprise for us if he was right.
No matter what happened when I casted the spell, it was nice to spend the day without worrying about Cason or the traitor. It reminded me that there was no point in stressing about the things I couldn’t control. I could only wait for something to happen, a feeling I was starting to get used to.
I found out recently that Leon’s range didn’t extend low enough for him to reach anything below C. He’d also shared that most of the powerful sorcerers he’d met through his long lifetime had eventually turned to dteria. It was part of the reason the king had no one to call upon to help in this war. Sure, there were more powerful sorcerers than us who had stayed away from dteria, but all of them were wealthy and selfish. They would only fight for coin; coin that Nykal didn’t have to spare. He had spent too much building an army to take out the last king, who had been building his own army of dark sorcerers.
Nykal wouldn’t know just how many of the men who fought to crown him would fight for him again if Lycast came under attack, because this time he wouldn’t be able to pay them all. All he knew was that he didn’t have the coin to employ them continuously, and he couldn’t impose a crisis tax without a reason that was plainly obvious to the people of Lycast. It wasn’t just hired mercenaries who had rebelled against the last king. Many were citizens sick of the constant taxing.
This had come out through conversations today, as Leon had been much more relaxed about our training. It was the first time in a while that I didn’t feel any weight on my shoulders. I wasn’t sure why that was, as nothing had really changed in the last few days. It was just that the attitude of my peers and instructor had a calming effect. I supposed it wasn’t too strange, considering that panic worked in the same way. I did appreciate this time. I wasn’t sure how many more days we would have like this.
“Get on with it!” Reuben urged me.
“I almost have it,” I said. “One moment.”
“It’s getting dark,” Eden commented. “We’re not going to be able to see whatever happens for much longer.”
It took me just a short while after that, but then I was ready.
“All right, I think I can do it now. Stand back.”
Everyone scooted away.
I casted the spell with as much force as I could.
A sorcerer could always tell when his spell came to fruition. There was a click in my mind, the notes blending in harmony like hearing a beautiful sound, only this was silent. The drain on my stamina was always more intense for new spells, and this was no exception. I could feel the weight on my mind like I was trying to keep a rock steady from an awkward position.
I didn’t see anything as I casted lG, G, and uG—no name for the spell yet. I pushed harder.
“Are you doing it or trying to pass gas?” Michael asked. “I can’t tell.”
“Shut up,” I groaned as I strained harder. “I’m casting it, dammit.”
“Are you sure?” Michael asked.
“Keep going Jon,” Leon said. “Everyone get back.”
“Wait, what are you—?”
“Keep it up!” he yelled as he tossed his boot at my face.
I didn’t know why I trusted him. Perhaps I was just too slow to react while I was focusing. Either way, I kept up the spell and did not duck.




CHAPTER TWENTY

I was on the ground, my hand covering the imprint of Leon’s boot on my forehead. “Why the hell did you do that?” I yelled at him.
“You couldn’t see it from your angle,” he said as he retrieved his boot. “It was going to work if you just held it stronger. Or maybe if I didn’t throw it as hard.”
“Again, why the hell did you do that?”
Michael pulled me up. He was still chuckling a bit.
“We needed to test it,” Leon answered. “Hold still.” He slapped his hand on my forehead and healed my pain away. “All right, now one more time.”
“Did you see anything?” I asked Michael.
“I saw you get hit in the face with his boot. That’s about it.”
“Maybe I only felt your spell and imagined I saw it,” Leon said. “But I know your mana changed when the boot came in contact with it. I felt it.”
“I couldn’t hold it much stronger than that. If you insist on throwing your boot, at least toss it underhand.”
“Fine. Go again. There isn’t much daylight left.”
I lifted my hand as I split my mana three ways.
“This time,” Leon instructed, “try to catch the boot with your mana. Go.”
It was a hint, or more than just a hint perhaps, but he hadn’t given me time to think about it as he motioned like he would toss the boot.
I casted the spell, three octaves of G. I could feel the mana as a cluster in front of me. It wanted to do something but I couldn’t tell what.
Leon tossed his boot. I directed the mana I was holding to the path in front of it, instructing the mana to catch the boot.
It collided with my mana, and I felt the weight of the item threatening to pull my mana apart. It wasn’t that it was so heavy, but the tension was high, as if I was trying to catch a small pebble with a thin sheet of parchment. I felt that I had to bend my mana in the same way I would the parchment so it wouldn’t rupture.
Amazingly, the mana seemed to bend around the boot on its own. The energy that was connected to my mind seemed to truly come alive. It all happened in a blink, my mana enclosing around the boot and suspending it in the air.
It only lasted a breath before the boot tore through my mana and fell to the ground, but I had seen it. I had felt it. I had suspended Leon’s boot in the air.
“Oh my god,” I said as I started to realize the implication. “It grabbed the boot without me even telling it to.”
“What do you mean by grabbed, exactly?” Leon was hinting at something.
“I mean it moved around the boot to enclose it.”
“Like the way a baby might instinctively grab a finger?” he asked. “Or more like the way a flytrap might close around a fly? What did it feel like?”
“Like a flytrap,” I answered. “Like it wanted to trap the boot.”
“It probably did,” Leon said.
“G for grab and D for density; that’s convenient,” Charlie commented.
“It’s almost as if the sorcerers who designed the language knew what they were doing,” Leon said sarcastically.
“Wait, I think they did know,” Charlie said.
“That’s what I’m saying, Charlie,” Leon explained.
“Oh.”
“I was right in my prediction,” Leon said. “Which I’m sure you remember, Charlie.”
“But it still doesn’t make sense. Why don’t the erto spells, which all have a variation of G, grab anything?”
“Because one G isn’t enough to tell the mana to grab. But remember what happens if you try to cast, say, Water with only C and E. The spell has no consistency. It’s impossible to hold the water together.”
Leon raised both arms out from his chest. A large globe of water grew out of nothing but quickly spread apart from itself, small globules floating away from each other.
“See?” Leon said as he let the water drop. “Even I can’t hold it together without G. That single note tells the mana to grab itself, at least a little.” Leon raised an eyebrow at me. “So this is how—”
“Dark mages are able to grab people,” I finished the sentence for him.
“Exactly. They must add at least uG to their spell of Dislodge. Some might even be adding a second octave, Middle G, most likely, because it’s not normally part of the spell.”
“But uG is a very high frequency,” I said. “Wouldn’t it be unlikely for more than one sorcerer to reach it? The large dark mage who attacked me the other day also grabbed me.”
“Didn’t I explain to you that most of the powerful sorcerers turn to dteria? It’s not unlikely at all. You’re missing the bigger point here. Now you can learn how to grab.”
That was true. It wasn’t as difficult as I thought if I didn’t have to aim my energy precisely around someone’s body. I just had to direct the cluster at someone, so long as I added Middle G. Expel already had Upper G as part of the spell, probably to hold the energy together just like Leon had demonstrated with the spell of Water.
I gasped as I realized I should be able to cast it right now. I already knew how to use spells with G.
I figured I might mentally slip trying to work the note into Expel, but I had to at least attempt it before we all retired to the apartments.
“Eden, can I try to lift you?”
She scowled at me. “Why me?”
“Because you’re the smallest.”
“What about Remi?”
“I’m heavier than you,” Remi said matter-of-factly. “And a little taller.”
“You can’t be much heavier than me.”
“I am.” Remi pulled up the sleeve of her arm, flexed her muscle, and slapped it with her other hand. “All those years you were cutting hair I was working.”
Many of us laughed. It wasn’t that the act itself was utterly hilarious. It was just witnessing Remi tease Eden with such confidence and Eden’s face of shock when Remi was done.
“Fine, if you must, Jon,” Eden said with defeat, then extended her thin arms, making me realize how right Remi was. It was a good thing she wouldn’t have to fight with sword anytime soon.
“Jon,” Leon said with a warning tone. “You have enough in you to heal after this?”
“I do.”
Eden dropped her arms. “Now why would you ask that!”
“Just making sure,” Leon said. “Go ahead, Jon. Last spell for tonight.”
Eden took on a nervous look as she slowly lifted her arms again, allowing me an easier time to wrap my energy around her petite body.
This should be easy. I just had to add G to the spell I had casted over a thousand times by now.
I hadn’t attempted any five-note spell, though, and I was feeling the pressure of performing it quickly with everyone watching.
I knew as soon as I casted it that something went horribly wrong. My mind lost control as I tried to push out all five notes at once. I tried to regain control as I felt one or maybe two of the notes change frequency, but all I did was make it worse. It was like a cup falling and shattering against the ground because I smacked it rather than grabbed it.
I didn’t know exactly what happened, but the dvinia struck me in the stomach hard enough to take my breath away.
On hands and knees, I gasped for air. I wanted to heal myself, but I couldn’t do it until I had my breath back.
As it slowly returned, I lifted my head to see Eden nursing her wrist as she sat up from the ground.
“What the hell, Jon?” she said as she looked to be in considerable pain.
“Are you all right?”
“No, you made me break my wrist when I fell!”
Leon commented, “I’m sure it’s not broken. Here.” He crouched over her and put his hands around it.
Eden let out a piercing scream as he began to heal. Leon covered his ears and fell away from her.
“Airinold’s taint!” he yelled. “Dammit, Eden!”
“That hurts so damn much!”
“It needs to hurt for me to heal you,” he explained. “And it’s not broken.”
“What happened?” I asked as I got up. “I couldn’t see the spell.”
Michael answered. “With dvinia being clear, it was difficult for us to tell too.”
“Only because you weren’t struck,” Aliana said as she rubbed her shoulder. “Your spell exploded, Jon.”
“You must’ve used a rev,” Leon explained. “Eden, do you want me to heal you or not?”
“Would it hurt less if Jon did it?”
“No,” Leon and I answered at the same time.
“Don’t be a child about it,” Leon added. “It’s just a little pain.”
Eden looked around. “Give me something to bite on.”
“Don’t be such a daisy.” Leon crouched over and put his hands around her wrist again. He looked right into her eyes. “If you scream again, then this will be the last time anyone heals you. I don’t care if you’re bleeding to death.”
“That’s why I need something to bite on.”
“Three, two, one.”
Eden tensed and gritted her teeth, then she squeaked as she squirmed.
It was over a moment later, Leon putting his palm on the ground as he caught his breath. I had forgotten just how much energy it took to heal when only two notes of F were used.
I needed to be more thankful about having such a wide range. I still wondered if it had come to me naturally or if it was because I had spent so much time playing with my mana when I’d first discovered it.
“I’m sorry, all,” I said. “Anyone else need healing?” I looked at Aliana.
“No, I’m fine.”
“How did you mess that up so badly?” Eden asked with a scowl.
“My grasp on my mana slipped as I tried to cast. I’ve never used five notes before.”
“It’s normal to accidentally use a rev when adding on notes,” Leon said. “I’m surprised it hasn’t happened to you already. Most of the others have hurt themselves while casting.”
I noticed Michael, Remi, and even Kataleya nodding. I guess Leon must’ve healed them.
“A rev is the only way to reach certain levels of power,” Leon said. “But that also makes them dangerous. One day you should be able to incorporate revs into your spellcasting, but not for a while. I hope you don’t need me to tell you this: Don’t experiment with them. Wait until you think you are ready and then come to me.”
“You knew this might happen?”
“I figured it would, but you’re not strong enough to kill anyone with an errant spell.”
“So you should be the one apologizing to me,” Eden complained.
“Sorry we all learned something,” he said sarcastically. “Jon, you should practice that spell on yourself first, because Eden is too much of a daisy to tolerate even a little pain.”
“A little!?” she said. “Never mind.” She folded her arms. “It’s pointless to complain to you about anything.”
“Ah, the sweetest thing to an instructor’s ears,” he said. “Let’s call it a day. I hope you enjoyed a day off, finally, Michael. You won’t have another for a while.”
“Oh come on. That wasn’t a—”
“Remember what Eden said,” Leon interrupted. “It’s pointless to complain.”
“Damn, that’s true.”
Leon wore a victorious grin. “I have a feeling things are going to go a lot more smoothly from now on. Thank you, Eden, for helping everyone realize something they should’ve realized a long time ago. Kataleya, it’s finally time we start working on fire with you.”
“But I want to focus on water for a while longer.”
“Didn’t you hear?” He gestured at Eden.
She put her hands on her hips. “Let me rephrase so it’s not a complaint. You can’t force me to start learning fire.”
Leon opened his mouth but nothing came out. He closed it again.
Looks like things are not going to go so smoothly after all.




CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

The next day, Charlie wanted me to keep experimenting. The next note to test as octaves was A: specifically lA, A, and uA. Not even Leon had a clue what A added to spells. He had told Charlie it probably wouldn’t be very useful, as there were no spells he knew of that used A, so experimenting with it was a low priority.
I was shocked that Leon didn’t know of a single spell with A. I had to admit to Charlie that I was curious like he was as to what it might do, but I had no practice with any octave of A. It would probably take me at least a few days just to cast the spell one time, and I needed a break from learning new notes. I still had to practice the notes I’d learned the day before. One in particular, G, would be incredibly useful and might even save my life.
At least Charlie understood after I explained all this to him. Besides, he had a lot to work with from what we’d discovered yesterday. I didn’t know what that was exactly, maybe spell composition of some kind, but I didn’t need to ask. I was sure I’d find out when he was done. He left me to practice on my own in the courtyard.
I was accompanied by Aliana and the usual erto mages: Michael, Kataleya, and Remi. I could almost feel everyone’s annoyance at another full day of training ahead. No, I could see it from Michael’s reluctance to start his windy spells as he leaned against the apartments and read a scroll, to Aliana’s chatting with Kat near the target where she was usually shooting arrows. Even Remi looked as if she wasn’t looking forward to the long hours of training ahead, as she took up some water from the well and relaxed as she drank.
I had gotten used to the idea of Kataleya letting her excess water fall into the well during her practicing. All of us had drunk from that well at some point. We’d all allowed Kataleya’s water to sustain us.
I was beginning to think less and less that she was using her charm to manipulate me. Remi seemed the most likely to be the traitor, if I had to pick someone right now. I didn’t know how she would’ve come into contact with a noble, like Kataleya’s father or this Luther Prigg, but maybe they found her.
Aliana was next on my list. I couldn’t forget what Kataleya had said about Luther possibly being Aliana’s father. She had asked Barrett two nights ago, when she was coming off her curse, why Barrett wouldn’t tell her what he’d asked her mother. What had happened with Gwen Forrester? I could only assume it wasn’t good, otherwise Aliana would’ve been informed by now.
Letting that go for the moment, I set my mind on my task. I would learn how to grab people today. Hopefully I could practice on myself, as Leon had implied, and then safely test it on others later.
It didn’t take long, unfortunately, for me to realize that it was a lot harder to practice on myself than on anyone or even anything else. Telling dvinia to grab me was not like telling my mana to heal me. It was awkward and unintuitive, like trying to use my sword with my left hand. I couldn’t just target my waist, think about what I wanted my mana to do, and cast the five notes. I had to really pinpoint where it was to touch my body, then focus on how it would spread, and lastly, what it should do after. All of this trouble came from my mana not wanting to hurt me and needing some extra encouragement.
I went into the apartments and searched through my room. I needed something I could practice grabbing. Everything was too nice, downright fancy, even. I didn’t want to take my wooden chest into the courtyard, nor the bedside table. Not only would they get dirty, but they would likely suffer damage when they dropped and hit ground. There had to be something in this castle that no one would mind chipping or scratching, something that could stand upright.
There was no point in looking through the great hall. I had a better idea. I went to visit the princess in the keep.
On the third floor of the keep, Callie was with a tutor, a different woman than I had seen with her before. A guard was stationed outside Callie’s large room.
The princess and her tutor were not speaking when I stood in front of the door. Callie had her head in a book at her desk as her tutor wrote something on another desk. Neither noticed me, but the guard let me enter.
I knocked softly on the inner wall to her room. She looked over and flashed a smile.
“Jon.” She put down her book and walked over, her flowing dress billowing behind her.
“I’m sorry to disturb you,” I said, mostly for the sake of the tutor, as I knew Callie wanted as much disruption as possible. “I was wondering—”
“Let’s talk out here.” She started to lead me out of the room.
“Princess,” the tutor scolded.
“I’ve just reread the same line five times. I need a break!”
She didn’t wait for the tutor to reply. I stopped and lowered my head in a quick bow to the tutor—she did not look pleased—before following Callie out.
“I just wanted to ask you something quick,” I said as she took me down the stairs. “Where are we going?”
“I want to be outside with the other sorcerers. I always look down at the courtyard and wish I could be there. I believe I’m going to start taking my recesses there, if you would talk with me when I do?”
I had to be careful in every interaction with the princess, keeping in mind how it might look to others. I supposed a conversation here and there could lead to some teasing, but I’d dealt with plenty of teasing already.
“Sure I would.”
“Good.”
She hummed to herself, seemingly comfortable in the silence, which in turn made me comfortable.
We arrived in the courtyard. She looked like she’d been stuck inside for days straight, the way she breathed in the air deeply.
“Stay close to the keep,” she said. “I don’t want my father seeing that I’m out here.”
“Won’t he find out from your tutor anyway?”
“Yes, and he can lecture me then. If he sees me now, he will force me to return. What did you want to speak about? Or did you just come to see me?”
“I need your help.”
She lost her smile. “I hope it’s not something like before.”
She was referring to how I’d asked her to help me deceive her father into sending an army into Curdith Forest.
“No, never anything like that again. I’m just looking for an item in the castle that I can use for practice. It needs to be something that can stand on its own, and it should be about the width of a person. Height shouldn’t matter as long as it’s not very heavy. It’s likely to get damaged, though. That’s why I need your help finding something.”
“What kind of practice would you use it for?”
“I’m working on grabbing my enemies.”
“You mean our enemies. They want to kill my father, Jon.”
“Yes, our enemies.”
She hummed in thought. Checking around, I didn’t catch any of my peers staring. A few glanced over curiously, but there didn’t seem to be judgment in their gaze. Perhaps everyone finally knew that Callie and I were friends, nothing more.
“Oh, I know,” she said. “What about an old chair?”
I could wrap the dvinia around the backrest. “That would work.”
“Good, I know of one. I’ll have it brought to you as soon as possible. I’ll fetch a servant now as I’m sure you’re eager to get back to training.”
“You know me so well.”
She curtsied. I bowed.
Then she let out a sigh as we said a quick goodbye, and soon she was headed back into the keep.
It was in the quiet moments like these that my mind often went back to the fight with Henrik. I didn’t like thinking about any of it, but I had made mistakes. It was important to figure out what they were so as not to repeat them.
It was difficult, unfortunately, to think about much else besides the feeling of his dagger in my shoulder or how the crossbow bolt had shattered the bones in my hand. I almost didn’t realize I had sat on the well near Kataleya, until she was walking over to me.
“Did something happen?” she asked.
“No, just waiting for a chair to practice on.”
It didn’t seem that she believed me as she stood in front of me with a concerned look. “Has anyone told you that your face always conveys what you’re thinking?”
“I have not heard that, but it would make a lot of sense. I can’t often hide anything.”
“I don’t mean to intrude on your thoughts. Instead let me thank you for standing up for me when Eden and Aliana were cursed. I wish I could reciprocate, but I’m not sure what I could do. It seems that trouble keeps falling on you while none of us are there to help. I wish I could’ve been there one of those times.”
“The difficult situations I’ve found myself in are my fault,” I admitted. “I could’ve handled the close call at The Pearl much better.”
Kataleya nodded. “I had a feeling that was on your mind.” She sat down beside me. “I assume The Pearl is one of those things you’d rather not speak about?”
“It is.”
“Then we can not speak together if you would like?”
“I would.”
She sat down close, our arms grazing. I found myself pleasantly distracted by her proximity, thinking about how it might feel to put my arm around her.
I didn’t quite understand these sudden urges. Were they only because she was beautiful and showing interest, and I was that easy? Perhaps. My relationship with Joanne had developed only because of how forward she’d been with me, but I never had much of an urge to put my arm around her. We did not spend any time cuddling together.
I knew one thing. I certainly wasn’t thinking about The Pearl anymore as my mind drifted to other more pleasant things.
“Can I ask you something?” I said.
“Always.”
“Is it my imagination or are you, uh, interested in me in some other way?” I didn’t know how else to figure out what was going on.
She smirked as she looked down. “Aren’t you bold today.”
“Oh, I—”
“No, I was sure you’d noticed by now. I just didn’t think you would mention it. Just trying to distract yourself right now, I assume?” she asked lightheartedly, giving me an easy out.
I took it. “Uh yes, that’s it.”
“Well, there are some things we shouldn’t discuss, and this is one of those things. Oh good, your chair has arrived. Not a moment too soon.”
She hurried away from the well with another smirk, this one aimed at me.
It seemed pretty clear that Kataleya saw the same thing in me that I did in her, a very pleasant view. But I wasn’t sure there was anything more to it for either of us.
Happy at least there was something we shared, I held a smile as I approached the servant who’d brought my new training object.
The chair from the keep was not what I would call an old chair. It would fetch a nice price in Bhode, with smooth wood not blemished by time or use.
Nonetheless, I thanked the servant and got to work. The spell was actually quite simple once I figured out how to cast all five notes without hurting myself. It was what to do after the spell was casted that I still needed to figure out.
Over the next few hours, I got to know my mana a lot better. The spell required me to have a mastery over it. Directing my mana wasn’t at all like aiming an arrow. Trying to encircle the backrest of the chair and locking my mana in place was more like using a grabbing tool of some kind to take hold of a cup without it slipping out. I continuously knocked the chair over, and I continuously drew looks from my peers.
“Oy,” Aliana complained just before lunch. “How long are you going to be throwing that chair around? I’m trying to focus over here.”
I could tell the anger she displayed was only halfway serious, but it was still enough to fill me with guilt.
“I don’t know. This could take days.”
“No,” Remi told me forcefully. “The chair banging has to stop soon or I’m going to burn it.”
Remi seemed a lot more serious than Aliana.
“You need something heavier,” Michael suggested. “Something that won’t fall over.”
“How about you?” I asked.
“Sure, I’m just going to stand with my arms up, for hours, while you slam my body with dvinia.  That sounds like a fine afternoon.”
Only Kataleya didn’t seem bothered by it. But the rest had a good point. I would probably drive them crazy if I kept loudly knocking the chair over the whole day, and I couldn’t use any of them to practice on instead.
Leon emerged from the great hall. Everyone hurried to return to their training except me. I went to pick up the fallen chair as I showed Leon a look that I needed help.
He walked over. “I’ve been watching. You can’t be discouraged already. It’s probably going to take you days.”
“I would be fine with that, but the noise is distracting everyone else.”
“I’m going to burn that chair, Leon, if I have to keep listening to Jon tossing it around,” Remi told our instructor casually, no anger in her tone.
“The chair was a good idea,” Leon told me. “Maybe you can go back to it once you’ve improved, when you can lift it without knocking it over.”
“Is there something heavier I can use that’s about the same width?”
“Yes, yourself.”
“I tried that already. My mana doesn’t want to grab me.”
“This isn’t about what your mana wants. It’s about what you want. The better you can control it, even against its own will, the better off you’ll be. Start slow. Don’t add G to the spell yet. Your goal today should be to create a floating cushion of dvinia that you can lean against without it breaking.”
“That’s too easy.”
“Then make your goal to stop yourself from falling. You will jump onto it when you’re ready. When the dvinia can catch and hold you, then you’ll be strong enough to start thinking about grabbing someone to stop their movement. Lifting them is going to come a lot later. Practice on yourself,” he repeated. “And trust me. Your control over mana will improve overall this way.”
I had almost forgotten that I had seen dark mages like Scarlett catch themselves with dteria. She had done so after jumping from the second floor of the keep, when she surely would’ve broken something but instead was swept up by her own energy at the last moment and landed safely.
I wanted to be able to lift my enemies off the ground, but Leon’s advice was sound. Not only would this help me practice, but it was a useful skill. I had broken an ankle when Cason had thrown me into the air. He had effectively taken me out of the fight, and an ally—a guard of this city—was dead because of that.
I was eager to start training again, but Leon announced to everyone that it was time for lunch. The filling meals kept me in good spirits. So had the notion that I’d saved most of the coin from my weekly stipends. I didn’t know what I would be doing with it in the future, but it was nice to know I had plenty.
As at every meal, I sat beside Michael, across from Reuben and Charlie. The four girls still sat together as well. Even during the days when they had fought over who might be the traitor, their seating arrangements had remained the same. The only difference was how quiet they were. It was nice to hear them chatting again, almost as if nothing had come between any of us.
That changed in an instant. I could feel the shift before I knew what was happening. The girls had gone quiet, all of them staring toward us, but it wasn’t us that took their focus, I soon realized, as Aliana stood quickly with shock on her face.
I looked back toward the entrance of the dining hall. I recognized Aliana’s mother entering, her hands and ankles bound by metal cuffs as she took tiny steps awkwardly. Byron Lawson escorted her past us, two guards with him.
“Who is that?” Reuben asked.
“Aliana’s mother,” I told him.
“You’re joking,” Michael said.
“I’m not.”
Gwen Forrester passed by her daughter. Aliana’s eyes were glistening with tears. “Why is she in cuffs?”
“Ali, it’s not what it looks like,” said her mother. “Allow me to speak with the king.”
“Bring her here,” Nykal called as he stood from the royal table. “Where was she found?”
All of us gathered around the royal table to listen.
“The large abode belonging to the dark mage of Jon’s first encounter,” Byron answered. “She was in the cellar.”
That house?
“I was told you had already searched the premises,” Nykal said.
“We have, several times. We’d questioned the neighbors around the area as well. The owner never returned after Cason rescued him. Gwen was put in the cellar sometime recently.”
Aliana asked Byron, “What do you mean by all of this? Mother, what’s happening?”
Gwen looked at Byron as if asking permission. He nodded. “Go ahead. The king needs to hear this as well so we can make a quick decision.”
“A couple of men broke in while I was asleep,” she told Aliana. “Dteria users. They wore masks. They roped me up and gagged me, and took me to the place the head guard mentioned. They bound my hands and feet and tossed me in a cellar. I was there for days. I’m all right,” she told her daughter. “They sent someone to feed me.”
“My god,” Aliana said, her eyes wide with shock. She gaped at Barrett. “This is why you couldn’t tell me anything about the questioning of my mother. You couldn’t find her!”
He nodded. “We didn’t want to alarm you.”
“Who cares if you alarmed me? I deserved to know!”
“This is a conversation for another time,” Byron interjected. “Our opportunity here might be short-lived.”
“What do you mean?” the king asked.
“Based on Gwen’s description, we already found the man who was feeding her. He seems to be innocent, however. He was being extorted by the dark mages. They made Gwen his responsibility using threats. He identified one of the dark mages for us, however, and he is continuing to be questioned in case he might know something else.”
“Where is this dark mage he identified?” Nykal asked.
“Dead, unfortunately. We caught him yesterday, but he put up quite a fight and was slain in the process of capturing. We didn’t know at the time that he was forcing an innocent man to supply food for Gwen, but there is still an opportunity at hand. Cason obviously believes he has outsmarted us, hiding Gwen in a place we’ve already searched many times. He didn’t expect us to return today, and he probably doesn’t know that Gwen has been freed. I’m sure he’ll find out soon, though. Someone would check on her a couple times a day, isn’t that right?”
“It is,” she agreed. “But there was no sunlight down there. I don’t know what time he tends to visit.”
“Someone else besides the man who fed you would come to check on you?” the king clarified.
“Yes, and I do believe the man feeding me is innocent. He was always kind. He spent more than he needed on the food he was forced to supply for me. I could tell he was not one of them. They told him they would burn down his business if I was freed before they decided it was time. I didn’t understand why I was there, and he didn’t know, either. I feared they were going to kill me.”
I was full of conflicting emotions. I felt pity for Gwen for having to go through this, but admiration for Byron and his team of guards for the great work they’d done recently. The king certainly made the right choice putting him in charge.
“What is the opportunity you speak of?” the king asked Byron. “A lead on Cason?”
“Not him directly, but I think we have proof of who is behind the plot to steal from your tax collectors.” He lifted an eyebrow in Gwen’s direction.
The king had a few heavy breaths as he gave Gwen a hard look. “Madam, what do you know about this?”
“Nothing about that specifically, but Byron did tell me what has been going on. I had no idea, you have to believe me, your majesty. Aliana didn’t, either.”
“Mother? What are you referring to?”
“Tell me what you know, madam,” commanded the king in a cold tone.
“May I have a moment to speak with my daughter in private first? She deserves to know before anyone.”
“That might be true,” the king said, “but now is not the time to worry about who deserves what, for it seems that time is of the essence and lives are at stake.”
“They are,” Byron confirmed.
“I do not want to ask you a third time,” the king said.
“I understand.” Gwen looked at Byron. “Should I tell him everything I told you?”
“Yes.”
“I didn’t understand at first why I was locked in that cellar,” she said after a quick glance at Aliana. “But the head guard explained it to me. You were looking for me for questioning because of a plot you uncovered. A noble family is working against you, and you know it could only be one of two families, the Yorns or the Priggs. From what I personally know, I can tell you with near certainty that it is the Prigg family that is working against you.”
“Madam, I will preface this question by acknowledging that it is not just of me to force you to answer it,” the king said, “but it must be done. How can you be so certain about this?”
It seemed that everyone, even the king, had a good idea as to why Gwen knew this.
She showed another look toward her daughter, a pained expression seeming to ask for forgiveness. Then she told the king, “I don’t have many friends, your majesty. I don’t keep contact with many people. Only my daughter, my employer, and the father of Aliana. I know my employer very well. I’m sure he had nothing to do with this. But the father of Aliana…he is a man who has always been secretive and mysterious. He has been kind at times but callous at others.”
Gwen took a deep breath and continued. “He’s shown more interest in Aliana in the last few months, asking much more about her than he ever has before. I told him everything he wanted to know, thinking this might bring him closer with his daughter. I figured he might finally wish to meet her, or at least allow me to reveal who he was to her without him cutting us off from his…financial support. I see now that I was wrong. He was getting all the information he could, not just about my daughter but about you, your majesty, and this castle. I’ve never felt so foolish in my life. I can only hope that you believe that I had no intention to hurt anyone, and Aliana certainly didn’t when she shared some of these details with me that I shared with him.”
“So Luther Prigg really is my father?” Aliana asked dubiously.
Gwen nodded. “And it seems like he’s a lot more than that.”
They held each other’s gazes as the king shared a few quiet words with Byron.
“Why is she still in cuffs?” Aliana asked.
“They will have to be destroyed,” Byron said. “We don’t have the key. We carried her straight here.”
“Mother, I’m so sorry.” Aliana hugged her.
“Why are you apologizing, Ali? I’m the one who’s sorry.”
Charlie approached. “I could melt the cuffs off right now if you’d like.”
“Go ahead, Charlie,” the king said, then announced, “The rest of you, pay attention. Byron is right. This is an opportunity. Luther has kept Gwen from us. As soon as he finds out we’ve freed her, he is likely to flee the city.”
“Maybe he already has,” Reuben said.
“No, we have been watching him. All of you will go there right now. Byron’s guards will support you. Are they ready?” he asked the head guard.
“Yes. I have a dozen men and could easily call upon more, but I didn’t want to tip off our enemies.”
“Wait until we have the Prigg mansion surrounded, then bring in as many as you can. I want the Yorns to assist us in this.”
“Thank you,” Kataleya said. “My father will be eager to help.”
I could feel nervous energy in the air, murmurs buzzing. Gwen was rubbing her sore wrists as Aliana looked on with worry. The king lifted his arms to silence us.
“Luther Prigg has a small army of swordsmen and some sorcerers. These soldiers have been promised to me when the time comes, ready to fight for our cause, but it is Luther who pays their salary. I cannot say with certainty which side they will choose, especially as it has now become clear that Cason is working with Luther. Byron will attempt to sway them from fighting, but there might be a conflict. All of you are under orders not to initiate a fight unless Byron gives the order. The mission is to arrest Luther peacefully and bring him here. He must remain alive at all costs. Do you all understand?”
“We do,” I said, surprised that no other voices chimed in with me.
All my peers were no doubt shocked, possibly too much to speak. Only Charlie seemed relaxed as he raised his hand for a question.
He started speaking before the king pointed to him. “Eden and I are not to fight, right?”
“Eden no, but you will join everyone else, Charlie.”
“What?” he huffed out.
“Your ability to melt metal could prove extremely valuable here. You will be well-protected. Do not worry.”
“I cannot stop arrows or sorcery! I can’t even melt a small dagger before it impales me. I need time for my spell to work.”
“Leon, explain it to him. I need to discuss tactics with Byron. All of you must prepare to leave soon. Go together to the apartments and wait there even if you are finished preparing. No one is to leave each other’s sight.”
“What does this mean about the traitor?” Eden asked.
But the king had turned his back on us to talk with Byron.
Eden’s question went ignored. Apparently, the king still thought one of us could be a traitor. There was still the callring that showed up in Kataleya’s room. It hadn’t been explained by this new evidence.
Most of us were headed out of the dining hall, but I stopped when I noticed Aliana remaining with her mother. Leon approached them.
“I’m sorry to hear what happened, Gwen,” he said. “But we need Aliana to get ready with everyone else. You’re welcome to come with us to the apartments.”
“Thank you, Leon.” Then she told Aliana, “I wish we had some time to speak in private. There’s so much I want to say. At least let me tell you I’m sorry. I made a mistake about your father. I shouldn’t have trusted him.”
“They say he’s one of the richest men in Lycast,” Aliana practically whispered. She glanced over to see who might be listening. I felt like I needed to know what was said between them, as I had been the primary target of Cason, but I didn’t feel right eavesdropping.
I would have to ask Aliana later. I left with the others.
Aliana, her mother, and Leon did follow behind me, but far enough that I couldn’t hear what they said.
I noticed the king splitting off from Byron ahead of us. I ran to catch up with the head guard as he was exiting the great hall.
“Have you heard anything about Mathew Plumb?” I asked.
He showed me a grave look. “I’m sorry, Jon. His body was found at The Pearl not long after you left.”
I couldn’t move as the rest of my peers walked around me. I had figured he was dead, but to actually hear with all certainty that his cousin had murdered him—the man he had called upon for help—made it hard to get my legs to move. He had been terrorized for so long, right up to the moment of his death. I felt like I’d failed him, that all of us had failed him.
Byron put his hand on my shoulder. “I know that look. Your father had the same one after hearing hard news. This wasn’t your fault. You did not kill Mathew.”
It was his mention of my father that gave me strength. I thought of him watching over me, seeing what I would do now. The news of Mathew’s death hurt, but I wasn’t going to let it stop me.




CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

I was retrieving my sword from the chest in my room when I heard someone enter. Charlie’s face was pale white.
“I have no training,” he said. “The king can’t really expect me to fight.”
“You’re not going to be fighting,” I reassured him.
“So I can stay here?”
“You’re going to be behind us where you’ll be safe, but you’ll be there with us.”
“No.” He said shaking his head. “No, no.”
“Come here, Charlie.” I turned my desk chair away from the desk. “Sit.”
He sat on the edge of the seat. I crouched down in front of him.
“Let me explain something,” I said. “I know you didn’t necessarily come to the castle expecting you would have to do anything dangerous.”
“No, no.” He closed his eyes as he shook his head.
“Charlie, just listen to my voice. You can keep your eyes closed, but listen to me. Are you listening?”
He finally stopped shaking his head and nodded.
“We aren’t rushing into battle. We are arresting a man who doesn’t suspect that we are coming. There will be many more of us than those who might stand in our way. You will be fine, and Charlie, this is very important.”
“What?” he asked, his rapid breaths slowing a bit.
“We’re friends, right?”
“Of course.”
“As my friend, don’t you want to make sure I’m safe?”
“Of course,” he repeated.
“So that’s what you should focus on right now. We need your support. No one else can melt metal like you can.”
“But—”
“There’s a hundred excuses you could think of right now. But I promise I’m going to protect you just like I’m going to protect the others. I want to be there. You want to be there as well. There is so much you can do to help, even if you don’t pick up a sword. Don’t think about your fear. Just tell yourself that you want to be there, because I know you do. Focus on that feeling. If you start to lose it, don’t panic. Just breathe. Breathe slow and deep, and focus on that. If you must act, you will do so heroically. I saw you save Grufaeragar’s life. You were not scared when it was time to act. You are uncomfortable with fear, but you are not a coward. You want to be there.”
“I want to be there,” he repeated.
“Now breathe slow and deep. Focus on doing that every time you start to get scared, or every time you think of worries or excuses.”
He breathed slowly as I instructed, his eyes closed.
I waited with him for a while, not moving. Eventually he opened his eyes again.
“Now what?” he asked calmly.
“That’s it. You don’t need to bring anything. Just focus on your breathing until the rest of us are ready to go.”
“Can I do it here?”
“Sure.”
It was a technique I had developed in the year after my father passed, a way to deal with the panic that I would be alone forever. The more I used to think about it, the worse it got. I came to realize that there were some things for which planning and obsessing were healthy to a degree, but there were many other things—things we couldn’t help—that became worse the more we obsessed over them. It’s best to disconnect completely from dark thoughts about these things.
It was going to take Charlie some time to overcome his fear of battle, as his mind needed to be retrained like mine did, but it would work so long as he kept at it. I was certain.
I noticed Kataleya in the doorway of my room. Charlie had his eyes closed, breathing slow, seemingly unaware. She showed me a smile and opened her mouth to say something, but the councilman entered the room around her.
“Jon, I have an order from his majesty. You are to stay here and defend the castle.”
“What?”
Charlie opened his eyes and stood up sharply. “Can I stay as well?”
“Jon is staying because the castle might come under attack.”
“I thought finding Aliana’s mother created an opportunity for us,” I said. “Why would the castle come under attack if that’s the case?”
“Because we might be wrong.”
I was skeptical. “Are you saying Aliana’s mother was put in the cellar by Cason and he expected us to find her?”
“That could be the case.”
“Just so we would leave the castle to arrest Luther?”
“There is a chance of that, as well as other explanations that would make us want to prepare for an attack.”
What other explanations? But then I realized. Perhaps Aliana’s mother was in on it. Perhaps even Aliana was. I found this incredibly hard to believe, though. Aliana had been cursed, along with Eden. They had lost their inhibitions. Why would a traitor risk divulging information that could lead to their hanging? It wasn’t as if the curse benefited Cason or his people in any way. I had been thinking about the curse here and there, and it seemed clear that it was some sort of experiment or perhaps a way to turn us against each other.
It was also hard to believe that Aliana’s mother would allow herself to go through what she did, and for what? To help Cason? What could he possibly be doing for her and her daughter? No, it didn’t make sense.
“If you think this all could’ve been set up by Cason, then you must think even Luther could’ve been set up,” I said. “Cason merely took Gwen captive for us to suspect him.”
Kataleya gestured at me angrily. “And so what, Jon? So it is my family after all who are the traitors?”
My stupid mouth. “No, I was—”
Kataleya went on. “It’s Luther. I have said so from the start. I don’t think Aliana or her mother are involved, but Luther has been running around impregnating impressionable young women who fall for his promises of riches and reputation. Meanwhile, my father has done nothing dishonorable that anyone can speak of. He has only helped the king, first with Nykal’s rebellion and now as we fight Cason.”
“Excuse me, Kataleya!” Aliana said from the hall where I could not see her.
Kataleya turned. Her face fell. “Oh, I’m very sorry, Ms. Forrester!”
This is bad. I couldn’t see Aliana or her mother from my vantage point, and clearly Kataleya hadn’t noticed them, either.
“That was wrong of me to say,” Kataleya spoke quickly. “I was only angry at Jon. You see, I have been accused—no, my family has been accused of treason, the worst crime imaginable and—”
“Dear, it’s all right,” Gwen interrupted.
“Mother?” Aliana asked.
Like many of my peers, I had gone into the hallway to listen.
“This young woman is right. I did fall for promises of riches and reputation. I was young and impressionable. It’s not the best excuse, but it is all I have.”
Barrett announced, “There is no time for this, unfortunately, madams. All of you must be leaving, except Jon.”
“If you truly think there’s chance of an attack,” I said, “shouldn’t others stay with me?”
“We are bringing in archers, sellswords, and even a few other sorcerers. The castle will be defended by many besides you.” He clapped his hands together twice. “You all must be leaving!” he repeated. “Hurry.”
I supposed I didn’t need to hurry like the others, so I followed Kataleya back to her room. She was getting a woolen coat over her head. When it passed her face, she noticed me in the doorway with an expression of what looked to be hope that I had come for the right reason. Her blonde eyebrows lifted.
Her eyes, green verging on gray, had a spark to them that seemed to light up when she looked at me. She’d made it quite obvious by now that she liked the way I looked, and I was starting to enjoy that I could see it in her gaze. Even now that I had upset her, she looked at me like she thought it had to have been an accident. She trusted me.
“I’m sorry to upset you,” I said. “I was trying to prove to Barrett that it was unlikely this was all planned. The hypotheticals I brought up were not what I believe.”
“Oh.”
“They were just for the sake of argument. I know your family is innocent. I trust you wholeheartedly.”
“Thank you. It was my misunderstanding, then.”
“So we’re fine?”
She walked quickly toward me, making me realize I was standing in her way at the doorway. But she reached out and took my hands as I started to move.
“Of course.” She squeezed. “I trust you as well.”
I was shocked at what I felt as I looked closely into her eyes, feeling the soft skin of her hands in my grasp.
She held a moment, waiting for me to reply. Eventually, my head gave a stiff nod.
She grew a smirk. “Did I just steal your breath from this simple touch?” Then she stiffly imitated my head nod as she opened her eyes wide. “Your face, Jon,” she said with a gleeful smile.
“Let’s go!” Barrett announced.
She rushed off down the hall, though she did stop to shoot a grin over her shoulder.
I was still without words as I watched her go.
What the hell just happened? I had never felt a flutter in my chest like that from such a simple gesture. I didn’t quite understand it.
I supposed I had admired Kataleya from the first time I met her, from when it was clear that she came from wealth but did not share the same personality defect as Reuben. This admiration had only grown since I’d gotten to know her.
But perhaps this wasn’t just admiration after all, I was beginning to realize. The more I thought about her, the more I thought she was beautiful in every way the word could be used. I’d just been too preoccupied worrying, about—I don’t know—maybe being killed by a secret army of dark mages.
And of course Aliana’s initial misconception of me had made me scared to show interest in any girl here. How could I after she had claimed that I was only interested in bedding them?
The brief moment I’d allowed myself was all I could afford to give. I’d been in a daze as I’d walked back to my room…until I noticed Charlie sitting defiantly in the chair near my desk.
“Charlie, you have to go with the others! Everyone else has left the apartments!”
He shook his head. “I’m staying here.”
I heard footsteps running down the hall. Michael appeared in the doorway partially out of breath.
“Charlie, come on!” He gestured for him. “We need you.”
He shook his head.
“They need you!” I repeated. And I don’t want to see what the king will do if he finds out Charlie remained here against orders.
“Don’t you want to keep us safe?” Michael said.
Charlie shut his eyes and shook his head again.
Suddenly Eden was walking in. “Charlie, get out of this castle right now or I’m going to slap you so hard you won’t know forward from backward!”
His eyes opened wide as he bolted out of the chair. Soon he and Michael were running down the hall and turning down the stairs.
Eden stayed with me as we watched them run across the courtyard from my window.
“Sometimes you need to fight fear with fear,” she said, as if it was wise.
“There was another way.”
“A slower way.”
We walked out to the courtyard and watched Michael and Charlie catch up to the others, the portcullis up, the drawbridge down. There was a group of guards outside the drawbridge.
It didn’t take long for all of them to rush off, out of sight.
I couldn’t remember the last time I was alone with Eden, if ever. It was a little awkward, especially considering we would be here for probably more than an hour as we waited for the others to return with Luther in chains.
“Jennava’s retrieving the sorcerers now,” Eden commented. “I think word was sent for the sellswords so she doesn’t have to fetch them herself, but I’m not sure.”
“Do you know who the sorcerers are?”
“Probably just the few who work in Newhaven. There are two fire mages I know of, and an ice mage.” She pointed a finger at me. “Don’t fall in love with the ice mage. I’ve heard only bad things about her.”
I’d never met an ice mage.
I knew I should be on guard, but it just didn’t feel like the castle was threatened. The king and his family were probably secured high in the keep by now. Many guards took their places on the battlements and turrets on the wall, most of them with bows. The only thing the castle was lacking now was six of my peers, and Leon. Actually, it was Leon leaving that made the most difference. He alone seemed capable of stopping Cason. I supposed the king thought Leon would be better out there arresting Luther, keeping me here instead. That meant the king thought the risk to the castle was low.
“Is there anything you can do if the castle comes under attack?” I asked Eden. “As an enchanter.”
“Not unless we are attacked by an enchantment.”
Eden always used the same tone, as if nothing she said was serious.
“I can’t tell if you’re joking.”
“Sometimes I don’t even know,” she said, rubbing her neck as if irritated by this notion.
I chuckled.
“There are some enchantments that could cause us a few problems, but it’s unlikely any of them would be used.”
“So you were joking.”
“Half.”
There was a long pause.
“Sword enchant!” Eden blurted.
“Excuse me?”
“I’ve been meaning to enchant your sword, and no, this is not a joke.” She winked. “Or is it?”
It reminded me of her joke with Michael, the difference between an enchantress and an enchanter. She had admitted to being both, but her definition of an enchantress had been quite shocking.
“You like confusing people, don’t you?” I asked.
“Eh, I’ll take confusion if I can get it. Anything is better than boring.”
“I like boring. There’s too much confusion and excitement already in my life.”
“No wonder we haven’t gotten to know each other very well,” she said dismissively. “So do you want your sword enchanted or not?”
“Of course I do, I’m not stupid.”
She looked shocked at my sudden aggression, exactly what I was going for.
I smiled.
She half pointed, half shook her finger. “Aha, Jon, you got me, and I’m not gotten easily.”
I didn’t want to admit that I was a little suspicious of Eden. As she had mentioned, we didn’t know each other very well. I was as sure as I could be that Kataleya was not the one who had helped Cason attempt to corrupt me or had used the callring to signal us leaving the castle so Grufaeragar could be attacked. It just didn’t make sense with everything that had happened since the accusation.
It was also difficult to believe that Aliana was responsible for all of that, given what had happened with her mother. Michael and Reuben were also innocent in my mind. I just couldn’t picture either of them involved in these affairs.
I knew this wasn’t a good reason to suspect someone, but I could imagine Eden looking for more excitement and coming across Cason, probably before she ended up here.
Remi was a complete mystery, still. Like Eden, I didn’t know her very well. I was a little suspicious of her, too, but not more suspicious than I was about the king’s own councilman. The very fact that the king trusted him so strongly made me not just suspicious but worried.
“Can I have your sword?” Eden asked.
If she was the traitor, could she enchant my sword in such a way that it broke when I tried to use it? No, she wouldn’t. I had learned the Identify spell recently. It should tell me what kind of enchantment Eden put on my weapon.
I took my sword out of its sheath. “You’re going to enchant it right here?”
“In my room. Want to come?”
I didn’t have anything better to do. We walked down the hall and entered Eden’s personal quarters. In the light, her room was interesting to say the least. On every surface existed a container with some kind of animal part. There were claws and teeth collecting dust in between the containers, which mostly contained pelts in some kind of drying powder, though a few legs existed as well. None was particularly large, though there was a slight odor to the room I hadn’t noticed the last time I was here, when checking on Eden’s curse.
“You can snoop around if you want,” she said, “but let me see your sword first. Put it on the bed.” She paused. “Then we can start talking about enchanting your weapon.” She grinned mischievously.
“Very funny,” I said sarcastically as I put my sword on her bed. I was tempted to snoop, but even with her suggesting it, it would be awkward. “Why didn’t you offer to enchant my sword earlier?” I asked.
“A number of reasons. The enchant isn’t very beneficial, first of all. It’s only going to make the metal of your sword sturdier. Secondly, there was a good chance before that I was going to mess up the enchantment and weaken your sword permanently, or at least until a better enchanter came around and fixed what I did.”
“How confident are you now that you won’t mess up the enchantment?”
“I promise I won’t. I have practiced many times.”
“How long does it take?”
“Not long. I’ve gotten very good at handling swords.” She raised an eyebrow.
“Do you ever stop with the crude jokes? You’re worse than Michael.”
“Speaking of, how much does he like me?”
Was she serious? Her tone was as if she was serious.
“Um.”
“Don’t insult me by pretending you don’t know.”
“I’m not pretending. I’m trying to decide what to tell you.”
“Does he like me or does he just want me for a night?”
I didn’t know how to answer, too taken aback with her direct questions.
“Come on, Jon. The two of us are never alone together, and Michael has probably spoken only to you about it. We don’t have a lot of time, and there’s something else I want to talk to you about. Please just answer with the truth. It’s important to me.”
“No games?” I asked.
“I might make crude jokes, but I don’t play games.”
I wish I knew how true that was. More than that, I wish I knew what Michael would want me to say. I was getting the idea, however, that Eden might be interested in a relationship with him. I knew Michael was interested as well, but what if I was wrong about Eden and I ruined Michael’s chances?
“He has mentioned you,” I said, “but we haven’t talked about it at length. If I had to take a guess, I would say he’s interested in you for more than…one night.”
“Pity,” she answered to my horror. “I don’t want to break his heart.”
“I’m sure he would be more than happy to spend the night with you if that’s the only thing you’re interested in,” I said quickly.
“Oh, I’m sure he would. What do you think Luther’s arrest means for Kataleya?”
“He, um…well.” I was caught off guard by her quick subject change.
“It doesn’t seem like she’ll be the prime suspect anymore, but someone did leave a callring in her room. If it wasn’t her, then who was it?”
“I don’t know any better than you.”
“I know.” She spoke with urgency. “Help me figure it out.”
“I’m inclined to believe it’s one of the girls, and you know them better than I do.”
“Because you don’t think there’s any chance Michael or Reuben are responsible?”
“I can’t really see how it could be them.”
She gave me a hard look, then she frowned. “But you do see how it could be me.”
I sighed. I didn’t know why she was so interested in speaking about this with me. Obviously, we weren’t going to figure out anything.
“I don’t know who it is,” I said in hopes of pacifying the situation. “It might not even be any of us.”
She took a dried snakeskin from her desk and set it down on my sword, not seeming to care that this enchantment would be done on her bed.
“Enchantments are discussed in levels of one through four,” Eden explained without looking at me. “A snakeskin durability enchant increases the durability of your weapon by a measure of one.”
“How much will it help?” I asked.
“It will be noticeable over time. Your sword will not chip or dull as easily. That’s about it.”
“What would a level four enchantment do?” I wondered.
“Of durability? I don’t know, but I hope to find out one day.” She wouldn’t look up from her bed.
The Eden before this had surprised me with many of her comments, but this Eden made me far more uncomfortable as I wondered if she was playing me or if I had really upset her.
“I’ll bring it to you when I finish,” she said.
“Oh. All right.” I started toward her doorway.
“Jon.”
I turned.
“I would never hurt anyone here. I promise. I really wish you would believe me. I was hoping we might be friends.”
Honestly, I wasn’t sure I believed her. I had a problem forcing myself to lie with not just words but expressions, as Kataleya had noticed. I couldn’t give Eden the expression she wanted, one of trust.
“I’m sure soon we’ll know. I was hoping we could be friends, too.” My tone conveyed more than I cared to admit. I couldn’t open myself too much to her until I knew who had tried to corrupt me with dteria and who had attempted to have Grufaeragar killed.




CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

I went back to the courtyard, as I didn’t want to wait around in Eden’s room. Jennava soon returned with two men and one woman. I figured they were sorcerers because they weren’t armed. It was a long walk if I was to greet them at the open drawbridge across the courtyard. I didn’t move, distracted by memories.
I recalled coming to the castle for the first time, full of excitement, and yet suspicion as well. The king had a plot involving us. I had been so eager to learn, however, that I didn’t care much about it or meeting the other sorcerers, until I saw Aliana. Her beauty had overpowered all my thoughts, but my feelings for her had never blossomed into anything, not when she had acted toward me so coldly in the way that she had initially.
Kataleya had always been kind, a joy to be around. My relationship with Aliana had improved a lot since she had learned to trust me, but I didn’t see her in the same way now as I did before I got to know her. I didn’t know if that might change, but this was nothing to be sad about. I was looking forward to developing friendships with all of my peers. My short conversation with Eden showed me how little I really knew about some of them, even after all this time.
I was in no rush to open my heart to anyone. I didn’t know the first thing about courting.
I cared about the girls here in a very different way than I’d cared about Joanne. Part of me wanted to learn how to court a woman, especially as I remembered the feeling of Kataleya looking into my eyes from so close. There was something between us. I could almost feel it as if it were tangible.
Courting seemed like a useful skill to know, but sometimes I wondered if it was even a skill at all or something more devious. Did women even want to be courted? I thought two people usually ended up together because they liked each other. The whole idea of courting didn’t make much sense to me. Was the man tricking the woman into liking him? Why else would courting be needed? I didn’t get it.
I sighed as I watched the two male sorcerers start bickering with each other on the other side of the courtyard. The other female sorcerer who Jennava brought in seemed to want nothing to do with them as she walked across the courtyard toward me. This must be the ice mage Eden had mentioned, I thought, for she was beautiful.
“Jennava said you could find a place for my possessions so they won’t be stolen,” said the woman. There was an air of superiority to her tone, reminding me of the first time I’d met Reuben. She wore an expensive cloak and had a ring with a gem on each finger. She even had a gold necklace dangling down near her well-endowed chest, which she displayed in a tight bodice.
She did not look as if she had come here expecting to lift a finger, much less cast a spell. Then again, I didn’t feel much like a threat was at hand, either. That might be why I thought this could be a good chance to practice my courtship skills.
The beautiful woman was probably about five years my elder and not someone I would normally be interested in. Just from her one request, it didn’t seem as if she considered us equals. Perhaps that’s what courtship was? Convincing a woman you were right for her? I still didn’t know.
I noticed Jennava leaving through the open drawbridge, presumably to fetch the sellswords. I hoped she would bring back the Stormeagles. I hadn’t spoken to my friend Calvin in some time, and it seemed as if the wait for Luther’s arrest would be leisurely.
“You may leave your things within the great hall,” I said as I gestured at the large structure beside the keep. I thought of tacking on a compliment, but it seemed much too soon.
She considered it for a moment, a scowl on her face. Or perhaps that was just her resting countenance. “Isn’t there somewhere more secure?” she asked as she looked me up and down. “Are you a guard? Where is your armor?”
“I’m a sorcerer.” I almost called her madam, but I was trying to practice courtship and that didn’t seem like the right word to use. “The keep is locked to visitors, but you could leave your things in my room in the apartments if you’d like. I have a key to lock the door.”
“Who else has a key?”
“Just the councilman to the king, I believe.” A servant no longer woke me in the mornings, so the king had probably taken away his key.
As she seemed to be in thought, I checked on the other two sorcerers. They wore extravagant cloaks just like this woman. I figured I would find expensive jewelry on their fingers if I was close enough to see it. My peers had told me that the sorcerers around here tended to be wealthy. Wealthy and pompous.
The men were bickering so loudly, I caught part of what they were arguing about. Each man seemed interested in proving to the other that he would be paid more by the time this was done.
“That is fine,” said the woman. “Take me there.”
I gestured for her to walk with me toward the apartments. She matched my stride and looked me over once more.
“My name is Jon,” I said, offering my hand.
“Jon what? Who is your father?”
She hadn’t shaken my hand yet, as if waiting for my answer before deeming me appropriate to touch her.
I was starting to lose interest in even practicing courtship.
“Gage Oklar. Unfortunately, he passed away.”
She shook my hand. “The head guard of Tryn. He was quite the swordsman from what I’ve heard. What about yourself?”
I nodded. “He taught me well.”
We made our way through the apartments and up the stairs.
“May I ask your name?” I tried.
“You must not be from here. I’m Ice Mage Willelma.”
“I haven’t met an ice mage, like yourself,” I said.
“You haven’t met anyone like me.”
I smiled thinking she might be loosening up with a bit of a joke, but no, it seemed that she just wanted to brag, as she continued.
“I’m the only ice mage in Newhaven for good reason. Not many sorcerers can manipulate ice, and those who can, cannot do it like I can.”
I wasn’t sure how to respond to that. I was interested in ice, as none of my peers could cast any ice spells. It was within my range, as it overlapped with ordia in the same fashion that wind overlapped with dvinia, but Leon hadn’t mentioned anything about it. I would assume that he, and probably the king, thought fire would be more useful, as fire was the magical art first mentioned to me when they’d discovered my range.
“I take that to mean you know many ice spells?” I asked as we made it to my room and I unlocked the door.
“I know what I need to know.” She stepped in first and unfastened her cloak. She folded it neatly on my bed, then started to remove her rings.
She was undeniably beautiful, but I had now completely lost my desire to practice courtship. I didn’t think I could learn anything from speaking with this woman. She was too different from the kind of girl I could see myself falling for.
I stayed in the doorway expecting her to leave, but she went to my window on the other side of the room to look out over the courtyard.
“The king is almost as stupid as the two of them,” she said loudly and confidently.
I was shocked by her audacity. Was she not worried I would tell the king?
“You must know I’m loyal to him,” I said.
She turned away from the window. “Shut the door.”
I closed it only because I was morbidly curious about what she had to say.
“You seem like you could use some advice,” she said.
Everyone could use a piece of good advice every now and again, but I’m not going to get any of that from you.
“And what advice is that?”
She scoffed as if offended by my dismissive attitude. “You should trust what I have to say,” she lectured me.
I couldn’t speak without insulting her. Still curious about what she had to say, I waited for her to continue.
“I’m telling you this for your own good. You don’t seem like someone who takes the time to think about things that might endanger him.”
I continued to hold my tongue.
“I know you young sorcerers are bound to protect the king by a contract, but such contracts can be dissolved. The king would never tell you, but it is within your right. You were not aware what you were signing up for; all the sorcerers have heard by now. You were tricked. But I know of a deninger. He’ll require a payment, of course, but I assume you have coin.”
“A deninger?” I asked.
“It does not matter for now. Just seek me out if you want to learn more.”
“What benefit would you have from it?”
“Must I need a benefit to help another sorcerer?”
“Yes,” I told her coldly. “I assume this deninger gives you a portion of the payment for your referral?”
“That is enough from you.” She extended her palm. “Your key.”
“What?” I gave a bit of a laugh. “I’m not giving you my key.”
She seemed surprised. Then she put on a smile as she placed her hand over her chest. “I’m sorry if I offended you earlier,” she told me sweetly. “You’re a handsome young man who seems kindhearted. I was just looking out for your best interest. Now please allow me to hold onto your key while I leave my possessions in your room. I promise I’ll return it before I leave.”
I knew what she was doing. “No, feel free to leave your belongings somewhere else if you want. I’m not giving you my key.”
Shock crossed her face. She quickly checked herself in the mirror against the wall.
“I don’t understand,” she said in the same sweet tone, extending her palm once again. “Please, Jon.”
“I don’t know you, and I’m partially responsible for anything you and the others might do here.”
Her expression turned icy. “Fine!” She started collecting her possessions from my bed. “I will take my belongings and myself elsewhere.” She spoke as if this was something I’d regret.
With her cloak and jewelry collected, Willelma started toward the door. She looked at me the whole way there.
I opened the door for her.
She scoffed at me again as she exited.
Good riddance.
Eden’s room was not far from mine. She had her door open, so I entered without knocking.
She was looking out over the courtyard, but she turned to find me approaching my sword on her bed.
“It’s finished,” she sang as she snatched up the sword before I could get it. “Aha!” She aimed its point at me.
A few different ways of disarming her entered my head, but all would cause at least a little pain, so I refrained.
“I just had the displeasure of meeting Willelma,” I said as I calmly took the sword.
“Oh yes, another charming sorcerer.”
“Are they all as spoiled as Reuben?” I asked. Like all my other peers, Eden had grown up in the capital here. I was the only one who didn’t know much about the city. I had expected to learn more by now, but I’d hardly had a chance to leave the castle.
“I think most are,” Eden said.
“Why is that?”
“Most come from powerful families. That’s how they pay for training.” She went back to her window to look out over the courtyard as she spoke. “Then, when they start to learn sorcery, they think themselves to be even better than the rich who cannot use a magical art. And you must already know how highly the rich think of themselves compared to the rest of us.”
“I see. Is that why the king prefers not to work with them?”
“Yes,” she said. “They are overpriced for their service, they don’t work well with others, and they’re loyal to no one but themselves and their patrons—for those who have them.”
“There has to be sorcerers who are unlike the others. Jennava, and even Leon, are different.”
“Leon was just like the rest of them when he was younger, in Tryn. Everything changed after dark mages robbed him, and then he murdered them and ended up in the dungeon below the keep. You know this, right?”
“Yes, but—”
“Most of the other sorcerers haven’t had an experience like his. I don’t suppose there are many rich where you come from, but you should know that they don’t think or act like the rest of us do. They are not just measured by their wealth but their status as well, and they are all competing with each other. Humility is a curse to them, a weakness.”
I joined her at the window because I was tired of talking to her back. “There still has to be sorcerers who learned a magical art to help others, not just for status.”
“Yes, and you have met all eight of them who exist in all of Lycast, yourself included,” Eden replied. “That is why we are here.” She gestured at the courtyard down below the window.
I didn’t believe it. Eden could be funny at times, but I didn’t know she was so cynical. I wasn’t sure why Michael was so infatuated with her.
I wasn’t certain what my face revealed, but her demeanor changed when she looked into my eyes. She grew serious.
“There are other sorcerers,” she finally admitted. “Men and women who want to use their sorcery for good. Unfortunately, you aren’t likely to meet any of them. Sorcerers who have any skill are seen as a threat by the other sorcerers who make their living from simple spells. At least that’s how it is here in Newhaven. The mean and aggressive drive away the nice and good. It’s like that with all businesses in the capital. If you can’t defend yourself or don’t want to, you’re not going to do well here. The rich control the city, always have. Imagine Rubens everywhere.”
“At least he’s learning some humility.”
“Slowly, and at great pain to the rest of us. And it’s only because he was forced to stand on equal ground with the rest of us.”
Also, Kataleya’s rebuke of his advances seemed to have chipped away at his arrogance.
Maybe Eden wasn’t so cynical. Maybe she saw the capital for what it was. I liked to think that smart and dedicated people were everywhere in the capital, people like my peers, or like Greda and her mother. Perhaps there were, but there were also powerful men like Reuben and his father, and those who didn’t care about anyone but themselves, like Red, the tavernkeep.
“Reuben isn’t all bad,” I had to say. “He helped me deliver some justice.”
“Yes, to help a beautiful girl who Reuben has bragged about to Kataleya. Apparently, he has a romantic meeting set up with her for when we can finally leave this place safely. He sure has improved, Jon,” she said sarcastically.
I still believed he was changing. I saw the good in him. He just needed more guidance, not that I was the one to give it to him. Not that Leon was, either. I didn’t know where it would come from, but hopefully it would.
“Do you know what a deninger is?” I asked.
“A dark mage of order.”
So a mixture of dteria and ordia.
“Why?” Eden asked.
“Willelma mentioned one, casually in fact. She also told me she thought the king was stupid.”
“She sounds like the stupid one.”
“Yes, I think she is. I mean literally.”
“Dumb and rich,” Eden said. “The worst combination.”
“I hope she can at least fight decently.”
“She hasn’t fought anyone or anything in her life. None of the sorcerers have. They learned one spell and are going to milk it dry until they’re squeezing out dust.”
I understood Eden’s frustration, but she seemed to be bordering on hatred.
“Has a sorcerer done something to you personally?” I asked.
“No,” she said.
“Well, I imagine an ice mage could prove valuable to many citizens, not just the rich. Freezing meat and other perishables should be desired by the lowest farmhand to the wealthiest noble. I’m sure she charges more than she needs, but people wouldn’t hire her if they didn’t agree on her price.”
“I’m not just talking about sorcerers.” Eden looked at me as if considering something. “Never mind. Aren’t you going to use your new ordia spell on your sword?”
It still took a bit of focus and concentration before I could cast Identify on anything, but I was glad Eden wasn’t offended about me checking her work. I used the spell. A direct thought entered my mind. My sword was sturdier now.
“Do enchantments wear off?” I asked.
“They do wear off over time, or when the enchanter dies.”
“So they are like a curse?”
She nodded. “Jennava has said so.”
I hadn’t had much contact with Jennava. She spent more time with Charlie and Eden indoors than with the rest of us who practiced in the courtyard.
I did find it interesting that an enchantment seemed to be tied to the enchanter in the same way a curse was tied to the witch or warlock. That implied that an enchantment was living mana, just like a curse. It would also explain how this “deninger” could dissolve a binding contract, which was a form of an enchantment, I presumed. That probably meant that a deninger could also destroy other enchantments, including illusions.
And on a darker note, it seemed to imply that the contracts binding us to protect the king would be dissolved if Barrett was killed.
“So, more about Michael,” Eden began.
I felt that I could only do more damage than help my friend. I took a page out of Kataleya’s book.
“Oh look, the Stormeagles are arriving.”
Jennava had actually brought them into the courtyard a little while ago.
“Oh yes, how astute of you to notice them right when you don’t want to answer my question.”
“I better go say hello to Calvin.” I sheathed my sword and hurried out of her room.
I recognized the faces of many of the Stormeagles, but it was only Calvin who I had gotten to know. He was one of the younger men in the group of sellswords, though he was still at least a few years older than me. He sported a light beard, his hair loose and hanging down around his forehead and ears. He always appeared relaxed to me. He didn’t look as if he lived carefree, though; it was as if he had learned how to manage his worries. A skill I would love to learn.
“It’s good to see you, Jon.”
“You as well.” We shook hands.
He squinted. “Actually, you don’t look so good. Everything all right?”
It was probably from my constant exhaustion. “Yeah, just…problems, as I’m sure you know.”
All of Lycast had heard of Cason by now.
“I’m sure the dark mages will be stopped soon.”
It was disappointing not to hear him take personal responsibility for stopping them. “Aren’t you against them as much as I am?” I asked. Calvin had mentioned his hatred for Cason and dark mages before the battle in Curdith Forest. The Stormeagles had lost some members during an ambush.
“Of course I am.”
“Has the king spoken to your leader about your group joining the army?”
Calvin looked over his shoulder at one of the older men I assumed to be the leader. He put his arm behind my shoulder and led me away from the group, most of whom remained standing near the open portcullis. That is, until the portcullis started to close, the drawbridge rising to cut off entrance.
So everyone was already here who had come to defend the castle against this unlikely attack. Besides the usual plethora of guards in and around the castle, there was just one other group of sellswords here besides the Stormeagles. They were large men, heavily armored. Some of them looked familiar. They’d probably joined us in the forest to face the dark mages from Rohaer, but I hadn’t fought beside them like I had the Stormeagles.
Calvin noticed me looking. “The Freemen,” he said. “A bunch of meatheads.”
“What don’t you want your leader to hear?” I asked.
“It’s not that I don’t want him to hear,” Calvin said. “I just don’t want to deal with him if he does. He doesn’t know you.”
“Didn’t he fight with us in the forest?”
“We’ve fought beside many men who we don’t know very well.”
“He can’t possibly think I might be with Cason?”
“No, not that,” Calvin said. “I don’t think you’re aware of…how do I put this? Certain things.”
“What things? You have to give me a hint.”
“Our relation to the king’s army, or lack thereof.”
“Oh.”
He was probably right. The more I thought about the confusing situation that our king was in, the more I realized that I didn’t know much.
“I hope you can clarify these things for me.”
Calvin nodded. “There is no army to join right now. Sure, the king has people like yourself who he pays for their loyalty, but you and the other sorcerers are pretty much the whole army right now, not including the city and castle guards. I’m not sure if Nykal Lennox has been keeping this from you and the other sorcerers on purpose, or he just doesn’t see the reason to tell you, but he could’ve had a large army. It was his decision to dissolve the army after Oquin Calloum’s forces were killed and the late king was hung. I was part of that army. All of the Stormeagles were. Dteria was spreading through Lycast quickly. Rather than stop it, the previous king was inciting hatred and aggression against many groups of people who opposed the dark mages. Something had to be done. We were all glad when Nykal emerged as a leader in the rebellion.”
“I have heard about this, but I didn’t know that he dissolved the army afterward.”
“He pretty much had to. He spent everything he had and borrowed even more to pay for an army large enough to defeat Oquin’s army. When the dust settled, he didn’t have the coin to maintain the army. Rather than heavily taxing the people of Lycast to support the army, he dissolved it. Soon he announced his intention to start a new, small army of loyal soldiers which would eventually grow, but things got out of hand quickly as dteria continued to spread. He couldn’t afford the number of troops he needed to face all the dark mages left over from the rebellion, including Cason. The best he could do was promise us he would pay for our service when it was necessary but that we should find our own means of employment by taking on tasks for the good people of Lycast. That’s exactly what we were doing before the rebellion, and it’s exactly what we ended up doing after.”
I had always known the king didn’t have the kinds of funds he desired, but this made him sound downright poor.
“He can’t possibly have such little coin.”
“No he doesn’t,” Calvin agreed. “He must have a lot, some of which was usurped from the last king who most likely hid his coin and jewels in the castle. I have to assume it’s been found. But no matter how much Nykal had leftover and how much he’s obtained since his coronation, he still doesn’t have enough to maintain an army that would be large enough to defend Lycast from Rohaer’s troops. So the king has taken another route of defense. He’s focused on sorcerers of a very specific nature….”
“Cheap ones,” I added, picking up on his hint. “Desperate ones,” I added. “Almost all of us had no future ahead of us. It would’ve taken many years, if it happened at all, for us to learn enough sorcery to find work by using our spells. This is something I’ve figured out in my time here, even if much else of what you said was news to me.”
“Then you do know at least some of what’s going on. But are you aware that the king cannot wait for Rohaer to attack? Lycast would surely fall if he did, no matter how strong you and the other sorcerers become.”
“So what are you saying he’s planning?”
“I have no idea, but I don’t want to be a part of it without finding out first. Joining his small army means pledging loyalty.”
“Wouldn’t you want to fight for Lycast no matter what the risk?”
He laughed. “No, Jon, I wouldn’t. Not everyone is you. I value my freedom.”
I didn’t have a response to that.
“I don’t mean any offense,” Calvin added. “You are admirable, but it is not the life I would choose. The king has attempted to recruit the Stormeagles, and he’s invited the Freemen to join his army as well. But every group of sellswords prefers the current arrangement until we know the odds of getting our heads chopped off. We control our risk this way. Frankly, we make more money as well.”
I was surprised to find out that even Calvin, who I thought cared about stopping the dark mages as much as I did, seemed to care more about money and safety than ensuring men like Cason were stopped.
Was I really the only one who would fight no matter the risk? I mean, what was the alternative? Giving up when the odds were not in our favor? I didn’t understand how anyone could live with themselves when giving up meant allowing dteria to thrive.
“What kind of services do the Stormeagles perform besides accepting jobs from the king?”
“In the capital? Mostly escorting trade caravans to other towns and offering protection for noble families. Sometimes our agents find work for us elsewhere, catching thieves, mostly, but rapists and murderers as well. Those tend to pay the best.”
“Isn’t all of that the king’s responsibility?”
“The king has been primarily focused on Newhaven since his coronation. He defers much of the responsibility of the land around the city to his nobles, who often defer to others. Sometimes it’s these nobles, or the men they defer to, who hire sellswords like us. In small villages, however, it’s up to the people themselves to put their coin together when they want a group of mercenaries to help them.”
I was shocked again. It was hard to imagine Calvin taking from people who had to pool their coin together just to get the protection they needed.
“I think I made it sound worse than it is,” he said, no doubt noticing my disapproving expression. “We don’t take a lot of jobs in small villages, but it’s important for us to be ready to, just in case we’re needed there. Sometimes it’s the threat of a group like us coming to a village or even a town that will stop a crime from occurring. The threat of justice is the best protection of all, because it prevents rather than punishes. The kingdom needs us.”
“Yes, but if you were employed by the king in his army, you would be just as threatening to the criminals.”
“Maybe after enough of us are hired, but it would take hundreds of troops for the king to adequately protect everyone in the three major cities of Lycast alone. He would have to employ many more to extend this protection to the large towns, and even more to reach the small ones. The threat wouldn’t be a threat until years have gone by during which the king has proven that criminals in even the small villages will be caught. But for now, Nykal can only focus on the capital because Cason is here and likely to act soon, as I’m sure you’re aware.”
I was glad that Calvin was so knowledgeable. I had always prided myself on learning everything I could, my father often boasting that I was a quick study no matter the subject. But I had been slow since coming here at fully grasping this dire situation. It was partly because the king had been so secretive about many aspects, but the answers were there. I just hadn’t taken the time or effort to search for them.
So the army was basically a group of guards managed by Byron, none of whom had any skill with sorcery. And then there was us, of course. That was pretty much it.
It sounded like noble families these days most likely watched over the city of Tryn, where my father used to work for Byron. And Koluk seemed to be completely on its own, as were the small towns, especially the smaller places like Bhode, where I came from. There wasn’t any crime that I could recall growing up there, but my father did mention that there was a thief who was caught when I was younger. Apparently, it was up to the people of Bhode to catch and punish this thief. I was too young to remember what happened to him. If it was gruesome, my father probably hadn’t told me.
He’d hidden a lot from me.
“If you know Cason is likely to act soon, that’s all the more reason for you to remain in the capital and help us during these times.”
Calvin smiled forgivingly. “That’s exactly what we’re doing. We haven’t left Newhaven since the battle in Curdith Forest.”
“I’m glad to hear that.”
I should’ve taken the time to ask others, like Calvin, about the inner workings of the capital. Even Eden had taught me a lot in the short time I’d spoken to her, though I could’ve done without her cynicism.
I noticed a few of the Stormeagles seemed to be fawning over Willelma, as three of them were crowded around her. She didn’t seem at all bothered by the attention.
Calvin must’ve noticed me looking. “I hope you aren’t going to turn out like these other sorcerers,” he said.
“I’ve heard that none of them cares about anything besides coin and their reputation. But you must’ve met at least a few who aren’t like that?”
“Sorcery is rare, Jon. That makes the strong ones think even more highly of themselves.”
So Eden could be right after all.
“Most of the ones I’ve met were during a conflict,” Calvin continued. “But I’m usually there because I’ve been paid to stop them. It’s always a dark mage I have to kill, never a sorcerer of erto, and especially not one of ordia or dvinia. I don’t believe I’ve ever met one of those unless you count the witch we killed who was cursing people with ordia and dteria.”
“But it hasn’t always been like this, has it?”
“No. I know of men whose grandfathers have spoken about what sorcery used to be like. Dteria has always been around, but it was a rare form of sorcery. Never has it spread like this.”
“Are there any possible answers as to why it suddenly started spreading so quickly?”
“Others talk about the demigods’ influence and war among each other,” he said casually. “But no one knows for certain what it really is.”
Suddenly, there was a lot of shushing and stirring.
“Everyone gather here!” announced the king.
He stood outside the keep to his castle. We moved to encircle him.




CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

There were about thirty of us in the courtyard. Eden had come out of the apartments to stand beside me and Calvin. A great number of archers stood on the walkways—atop the circular wall surrounding the castle. All I could think about was how much this would cost the king, and there might not even be a fight.
“Gather here!” the king repeated, as the last few guards on the outskirts of the courtyard huddled in with the rest of us. “You all have been brought here because there is a small chance that the castle might come under attack. Only the dark mages who are strong enough to lift themselves over the wall could reach us. I will now assign stations to everyone until this threat has passed and the rest of my sorcerers have returned. However, my sorcerers out there might need support, in which case the drawbridge will be lowered. The Stormeagles, Jon, and Willelma are to rush to the premises of Luther Prigg in this case. He is being arrested for treason as we speak.”
Murmurs spread. Calvin had a wide-eyed look as he glanced at me as if to silently ask if this was really true. I nodded.
“Everyone else is to remain at your station until you are dismissed,” Nykal said. “You all will be paid, some now and the rest later. The amount of the second payment depends on whether you are required to defend the castle.”
He produced two bulging coin purses. One large older man went to collect one, while the leader of the Stormeagles, who Calvin had pointed out to me, fetched the other. The king walked back to his keep, a guard opening the door for him. The same guard closed it and locked it after his majesty had entered. I figured the inside of the keep would be barred as well as locked.
I watched as Calvin’s leader counted the coins and eventually flicked one from his thumb to Calvin. The gold of the coin flashed as the sun hit it just right. Calvin caught it and slipped it into his pocket.
A gold coin for coming here, one to all ten of the Stormeagles. The king might even give them another ten when this is done. Twenty gold coins was equivalent to the cumulative stipend of five of my peers, and that was for a week of service.
I reminded myself that we were also given many perquisites. We lived in lavish rooms in the castle. We ate the finest food in the kingdom. We were given lessons of sorcery, lessons that would normally cost a small fortune for a commoner like me. Perhaps we weren’t that cheap after all.
“What do you spend your coin on?” Calvin asked me.
“Besides clothing, I haven’t figured out what else I should buy. What do you use your coin for?”
“What don’t I use it for? Everything costs coin. Armor and weapon repair, food and lodging…a bit of fun here and there.” He lifted an eyebrow. “I do save as much as I can.” He lowered his voice. “Some of the others blow everything on card games and prostitutes. Not me. I want to be done with this in a few years. I’m going to buy a boat and fish.”
“Fishing? I had no idea.”
“What’s not to love about the sea? The smell of the air on open water, the tilt of the boat above the waves, and of course the feeling of pulling in a great haul.”
It was almost as if I was losing Calvin as his eyes took on a distant look.
“My father was a fisherman,” he said. “But he fought during the rebellion and was killed.”
“I’m sorry to hear that.”
Calvin nodded.
I noticed something going on around us that made me a little nervous. There were people walking in and out of the great hall. Some were clearly amused with the extravagance soon after entering, but others seemed to go through the open doors with purpose. The king had left them open, no doubt because there was nothing valuable in the great hall that they could pocket, but I still didn’t feel very comfortable about it.
Then I noticed one of the fire mages trying to get into the keep. I rushed over.
“What are you looking for?” I asked.
“A place to relieve myself, unless you want me to piss in the corner of this courtyard?”
I directed him toward the great hall and explained how to get to the privy. There were others on their way there, so it should be easy for him to find.
I went to check the door to the apartments just in case. It was locked. Many of the castle workers, who lived on the first floor of the apartments, were probably in their quarters right now waiting for this threat to pass. All had curtains drawn.
When I met back with Calvin, he asked me, “Was that your first time speaking with Pearson Robinson?”
“Yes, I haven’t formally met him or the other fire mage.”
“Josef Webb is the other. He’s not much better.”
How did I know that name?
My heart dropped when I realized who he was. He was the one Remi had…traded with. I gaped at the much older man. He stood alone with his arms crossed, looking as if he had somewhere better to be.
“So you have heard of Josef,” Calvin said.
“A little. Nothing good.”
“There isn’t much good to say about him or Pearson. They both want to drive the other out of the city. It’s been that way for years.”
Another point of Eden’s that seems to be true.
“They both only know fire?” I asked.
“Seems that way. The Stormeagles haven’t had to deal with them much, so I can’t say for certain.”
Eden approached us. “Some of these men are disgusting,” she told me, ignoring Calvin. “One old enough to be my father just propositioned me.”
“Which?” Calvin asked.
“The one with a graying beard.” She gestured with a swing of her head. The man was one of three flirting with Willelma now. Fortunately, Barrett was in the midst of breaking them up, sending them to their assigned posts.
“He’s one of ours,” Calvin said. “I’ll share a few strong words with him later.”
“Thank you.”
“Calvin,” he said as he offered his hand. “I’m with the Stormeagles.”
“Eden. I’m with the king.”
“I figured. Are you the enchanter I’ve heard about?”
“That depends on what you’ve heard,” she said with a flick of her hair. “For example, do you recognize me because of my lauded beauty?”
“Oh I, um.”
“She’s teasing,” I said.
Eden grinned.
“I see,” he said with a nervous chuckle.
Barrett came over to us. Addressing Calvin first, he asked, “Who are you with?”
“The Stormeagles, sir.”
“You watch the eastern wall with the rest of them. Eden, you should be in the great—”
A commotion broke out on the wall high above. An archer screamed as he fell off the wall.
“We’re under attack!” rang out.
I lost the stricken archer at the last moment as he fell amidst the dispersing crowd in front of me. I didn’t keep track of where Eden, Calvin or Barrett went as I ran to the injured archer, knowing he must be in need of healing.
A dense cloud of smoke rose out from where the archer had fallen. I didn’t understand how there could be so much when I saw no fire.
Soon it enveloped me, blocking out my vision.
There was shouting all around me, but the phrase “smoke charges” was the most clear from everyone’s panicked voices. I tripped over the archer before I found him. I had to lean very close to see him as he gasped for breath.
“What’s broken?” I asked, but he couldn’t seem to speak as he grabbed my arm.
There was no arrow in him as I’d first expected. Instead an arrow lay beside him with a pouch producing all this smoke. The enemy archer must’ve placed this pouch over the end of the arrow and struck this man with his shot.
“My ribs,” he finally wheezed out.
I put my hands around the sides of his chest. It looked as if he tried to scream in agony but couldn’t make the sound.
It took a lot out of me to heal his damaged body, but I was done quickly. I stood and pulled him up with me. I needed to get out of the smoke so I could see what the hell was happening as more shouting rang out all around me.
I picked a direction and ran, but I couldn’t seem to escape the smoke. I soon figured out why when something soft struck me in the back. I turned and looked at the ground to see another pouch, more of the gray smoke pouring out. We were being bombarded with these damn things I’d never heard of.
I stomped on it until the smoke was barely puttering out of it, but it didn’t seem to help overall as I still couldn’t see two feet ahead of me. Suddenly, I realized where I needed to be.
“The drawbridge!”
I had a good sense of where it was. I started to run in that direction, but I collided with someone who I didn’t recognize. Not knowing if they were friend or foe, I pushed them to the side and kept going. All around me I heard coughing, but that changed to screams as steel began to sing.
A woman was yelling my name. “Jon! Jon!” It sounded like Eden.
I hesitated for a moment as I was unsure if I should go back for her.
“Damn it,” I muttered as I turned and ran toward her voice.
I ran headfirst into the legs of someone, which made no sense to me until I realized there was a dark mage suspending this person in the air. Their body slammed down just in front of me. I pulled out my sword and charged the sorcerer dressed in black robes, his hand extended at my injured comrade.
Dteria clenched my waist and hoisted me up, but I threw my hand and hit the dark mage with a blast of dvinia. He tumbled backward into the smoke, his spell coming to an end.
“Eden!” I yelled.
“Here!”
I found her. Calvin seemed to be guarding her, both of their backs against the wall of what seemed to be the apartments, though it was difficult to tell.
“These are cursed enchantments,” Eden told me. “You can break them with ordia.”
“How?”
“Just use ordia and try to stop the smoke when you find one.”
I was so angry I almost swore at her. That’s why she’d brought me away from the drawbridge? How the hell was I supposed to find these pouches let alone use a spell that took more time to cast than Heal?
“There’s no point in trying that. I need to get to the drawbridge. Calvin, get her into the great hall if you can.”
“Aye, Jon. Go.”
I dashed through the fighting, wishing I knew how many dark mages had come over the wall. A needle pricked my heart as I realized that Cason was probably here among them.
Something huge struck me from the side. Suddenly I was on the ground with a man on top of me. I threw him off and grabbed him by his shirt, but I recognized him as one of the Freemen. He glared into my eyes for a moment before he must’ve recognized me as well. Then we parted quickly, and soon I was rushing toward where I guessed the portcullis to be.
I found it after a few moments of searching through the chaos, still with no idea who was winning this fight. The portcullis was closed, thankfully. None of the dark mages had managed to open it. Normally I could see through the bars to tell if the drawbridge was closed, but there was still too much smoke. So long as the portcullis remained closed, however, an enemy army could not enter the courtyard and would not get into the keep.
I prepared myself to defend the portcullis, my back to the crank. It helped to know that only the strongest of men could use the device to lift the gate, and it took a great amount of time and effort. I should be able to prevent any of these dark mages from getting it all the way up, even if one of them was a stronger sorcerer than I was.
My breaths were heavy as I waited. My throat was burning. I coughed a few times, but I tried to keep my eyes open.
Pearson rushed into view with alarm in his eyes. “Good, they haven’t gotten through,” he said with some relief. “I’ll help you guard it.”
“Thank you.”
I was a little surprised he had come. I had figured he and the other fire mage would flee from danger, not run toward it. He stood beside me, our backs to the crank on the wall.
It wasn’t a moment later when, what felt like a long plank of wood, struck me along my entire back and legs. It scooped me up with incredible speed, throwing me high into the air and far, far away from the portcullis. I went so high that I emerged out of the smoke and was blessed with a view of the entire courtyard, gray waves of the smoke roiling below.
I didn’t have time to be confused. I was going to be hurt very badly when I landed. I had to make sure I came down on my legs and did not strike my head hard enough to lose consciousness, or I would probably die.
With surprising calm, I stopped flailing as I straightened my body out vertically. I could lie horizontally in the air and try to catch myself with dvinia, but a failed attempt would mean my death.
I fell quickly through the smoke. Unable to see the ground, I braced as best as I could.
I struck hard, my left leg cracking as I rolled down and tucked my head. I was dazed, my whole body in pain. I had struck my head after all, but I was all right. I healed it first so that I could focus on healing the rest of my body.
I screamed out my agony as I mended the broken bones in my left knee and then a few in my ankle. Everything still hurt when I got up, but I didn’t feel slowed by the pain, only from the exhaustive healing.
The spell that hit me had been so strong, it was as if Cason himself…no, wait. A chill of horror ran through my body. It was Pearson. No one else could have gotten behind me with him already there.
He was the one who’d helped Cason escape when we fought in the street. He was the dark mage more powerful than Cason. He had hidden his true identity, tricking people who’d lived in Newhaven for years, like Eden and Calvin. I didn’t know how any of it was possible, but I did know that Pearson had to be stopped.
But could I even stop someone so powerful? What was going to prevent him from throwing me in the air and possibly killing me this time?
I swallowed my fear as I found my sword a few yards away. I’d dropped it at the last moment before landing. He had surely lifted the portcullis by now. It was the keep that needed to be defended. The binding contract took a firm hold on my instincts.
I had to protect the king at all costs.




CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

I fought my way toward the keep as I saw many troops running around. It seemed likely that there weren’t many enemies in the courtyard. Perhaps Eden was right after all. The smoke was our worst opponent.
I made it to the keep, relieved to find the door closed and barred from the inside still. But then I distinctly heard screams coming from within, a girl’s shrieks.
Callie.
One of the dark mages had made it into the keep, most likely through a window. I was certain the king had many guards inside, but if Pearson was the one who’d entered, I doubted any number of them could hold him off.
I needed to be able to lift myself if I had any chance of helping the royal family. I haphazardly forced my dvinia around my body, adding the note of G to the spell and yelling at my mana, grab me!
All I managed to do was throw myself off my feet. When I was done rolling away from the door, I got up and mindlessly slammed my shoulder into it. There was a pop with searing pain.
Now I had to heal my shoulder that had come out of its socket.
It was no use. The door was too thick.
I could do nothing but engage the enemies in the courtyard, but I didn’t want to stray too far from the door of the keep. My heart trilled as I heard Eden scream. I ran toward the sound, but I nearly collided with Cason coming the other way through the smoke. He was hideous, with large splotches of hair and eyebrows missing after Leon had singed them off.
My reflexes were quicker than his, as I swiped my sword across his body. A bleeding gash along his stomach followed my blade. He fell backward as he screamed, one hand going over his stomach while the other reached out at me. A ring of dteria wrapped around my neck, squeezing the air out.
I dropped my sword as I jammed my fingers in and pried hard. I couldn’t get it off me as it tried to lift me off the ground. I was worried Cason might break my neck with a jerk.
I stopped trying to fight his dteria and hit him with my own spell, but he took his hand off his stomach and created a shield of energy to block my attack. I almost couldn’t believe his focus while suffering from such a grievous injury. It was as if he was incapable of succumbing to shock.
He twisted his other hand, attempting to break my neck as I’d feared. I tensed every muscle, covering my neck in my own mana emerging out from my body.
I fell when it was over. Something wasn’t right, the dteria slipping away, but I still felt as if something was around my neck.
I could still move my hands and legs. He’d torn a muscle, at least, but I could heal that. I put my hands on my neck, painful bulges coming out on both sides. I healed myself as Cason picked up my sword and trudged toward me, still ignoring the bleeding wound on his stomach.
I backed away quickly to buy myself time, but he lifted me off the ground with dteria. I had just finished healing as he prepared a heavy two-handed swing that might take off my leg as I lifted up my knees to protect myself.
I was too exhausted from healing to even think about casting another spell. I flinched as he was about to strike, but then I fell without pain.
I hit the ground. Cason was stumbling toward me, shards of ice in his back. Willelma threw her hand at him, and another spear of ice shattered against his back. He was about to fall face forward over me, but his body was scooped up. After a quick flip in the air, he landed on his feet with a hand gripping his stomach. I was certain the pain from my slash was getting to him.
And yet, his wound was healed a moment later.
Willelma had blood running down her arm, her sleeve ripped. She used her mind to throw another spear of ice at him, but it shattered against his wall of dteria. Cason threw out his hands, and his dteria slammed into her and sent her too far into the smoke for me to have sight of her any longer.
There was a sharp whistle that seemed to get Cason’s attention. He shot into the air and was gone.
I knew his spell couldn’t have gravely injured Willelma, so I rushed toward the keep instead of checking on her. The door was broken off its hinges. I ran inside to find two guards lying in pools of blood, cracks on the floor around them as if they’d fallen from high up.
A team of armed guards ignored them as they ran past me and out the keep. I crouched in front of the two injured, feeling the pulse of one. He was alive, but he probably wouldn’t be for long.
“Jon!” the king shouted from the second floor. He leaned over the railing. I’d never seen the man so panicked. “Pearson stole a large chest. He must be stopped. It must be recovered!”
I listened as I healed the guard, but the strain of the healing took too much for me to reply.
“Stop healing them and go after him!” the king ordered.
I stopped my healing spell. I had repaired the fractures in the man’s head. He had other broken bones, but he should live for now. I checked the pulse of the other quickly, thinking I should be able to spare a few seconds to save his life, but he was already dead.
“Jon!” the king screamed.
I got up on wobbly legs and stumbled out of the keep after the many guards. The smoke was clearing, finally. I could see far enough across the courtyard to catch the backs of the guards who’d left the keep before me.
But suddenly these men were blown back through the air as if flicked by some monstrous giant. One landed right near me, his leg twisted in a gruesome way. With the healing spell already at the forefront of my mind, it just took a moment to mend his broken bone.
My heart was pounding as I had to ignore the other man who was injured from the fall but would clearly live. Pearson needed to be stopped. I didn’t know how much of the king’s riches were in the stolen chest, but I wouldn’t soon forget Nykal’s expression. Pearson had to be stopped.
The guard whose leg I’d healed ran ahead of me, my fatigue wearing me down. I puttered on, soon seeing the open portcullis ahead, and the lowered drawbridge soon after. There were many guards in Pearson’s way, but none could hope to stand up to him. His dteria was too powerful. I didn’t even know what I was supposed to do if I caught up.
The man carried a large chest on his shoulder as if it were a small container without the many pounds of gold and jewels I had to assume were in there. An archer shot down at Pearson from above the drawbridge, but the arrow stopped at the invisible wall of dteria surrounding the sorcerer.
What could take Pearson down? It seemed that only fire could burn through his defenses, but both Leon and Remi were out arresting Luther.
The king had entrusted me to defend his castle, and I damn well would. I just had to figure out how.
There was one dark mage in my way to the open drawbridge, but he seemed more interested in fleeing than dealing with any of us running after Pearson. He threw back two of the king’s armored guards, then soared up and over the castle walls. He landed in front of Pearson soon after, joining Cason and one other near the open drawbridge.
They threw men back with ease. I did catch sight of Josef, the fire mage, but he was thrown back as well before he could do anything.
Horrified, I noticed a carriage with two horses ready and waiting a short distance from the chaos. I would never condone the injuring of any horse, but I didn’t see how else to stop Pearson from escaping. I would cut one leg of each animal and heal it later.
I wasn’t going to make it, however. Pearson wasn’t walking very quickly, perhaps finally fatigued from carrying the large container on his shoulder.
A large number of dark mages seemed to come from nowhere. They swarmed the guards just outside the castle.
By the time I arrived, a battle had broken out, too many spells and swinging swords for me to keep track of it all. I tried to get through everyone, but these sorcerers were attempting to stop all guards from getting to Pearson, and they were doing a damn good job of it. I was thrown several times, getting up and rushing forward after each one. Pearson was just about to get in his carriage on my third attempt.
This time I made it deep enough through the chaos to notice Cason among the many enemies. After hurling three guards away from the battle with one spell, he collapsed to one knee in clear exhaustion. He was not as important as Pearson, though, as I resisted and tensed every muscle while charging around the outskirts. I was hit with at least one spell of dteria, but it only made me stumble before I picked up speed again.
It was too little too late. Almost all of my allies seemed to have given up; or perhaps they were just injured as they lay on the ground far from the battle. None were dead, but they didn’t look as if they would be getting up anytime soon.
I was afforded a clear view of the carriage, Pearson waiting inside with the door open. A driver sat on a high bench, with the two horses’ reins in hand and a look of urgency on his face. The driver had his gaze on Cason, not me, as Cason puttered toward the carriage with clear intentions of escaping.
I was right behind him, quickly gaining ground.
Then I screamed as an arrow took me down.
It was stuck in my leg, tearing through my muscles the more I tried to get up. I noticed the archer nearby, a woman fleeing with many of the dark mages.
I yanked it out and healed myself, the world blurring in my heated exhaustion. By the time my vision was clear again, Cason was just about to board the carriage.
Michael sprinted out from behind me and suddenly slammed into Cason, both men tumbling over each other away from the carriage. Reuben was right there behind Michael, jumping on Cason and helping Michael pin him down. Cason held a dagger with one hand, using his other to hurl both of my friends off him with a blast of dteria. But they didn’t go far.
Reuben was first to jump back on Cason, with Michael right behind him. My focus went to Pearson, who had emerged from the carriage without the king’s gold on his shoulder. He trudged toward the three wrestling men. Remi was next to arrive, with Kataleya not far behind, though Aliana was quite a distance away still, no doubt slowed by having to carry her bow and quiver.
It must’ve been a confusing scene to them, with many guards on the ground with severe injuries, a dozen dark mages escaping. There was only one man who wasn’t either on the ground or running away from the scene. Pearson had left the carriage behind. I thought I might get to the horses, but I was blasted by Pearson’s dteria before I was close enough to cut one of the animal’s legs.
Remi had to duck suddenly to avoid my spiraling body flung over her head. I tried to get my feet out in front of me as I soared, but I didn’t have enough time, my horizontal speed far greater than my vertical.
I skidded along the ground violently and finally rolled to a stop. My body stung at every spot my skin was exposed. I felt someone’s hands on me.
“Are you all right?” Kataleya asked as she helped me up.
“Pearson is stronger than Cason!” I announced loudly enough for Remi and Aliana to hear as well. “He has the king’s gold in his carriage!”
Where was Leon? There was no time to ask. My injuries were not bad enough to keep me from running or fighting, as I darted toward the carriage once again. Pearson was busy throwing Michael and Reuben away from Cason.
A dagger was embedded in the front of Cason’s shoulder. Pearson helped him up, then spun to find me about to enter his carriage as I kept my eyes on him. I tried to dive inside, but everything whirled around as I was struck with dteria again.
I had no idea where I was when I landed, for I had rolled quite a few times. I got up to find myself quite a distance away as I watched Remi try to burn Pearson, only for her fire spell to hit an invisible wall and spread along the thick dteria in front of him. Pearson flicked his wrist at her, and she somersaulted backward away from him like a bothersome insect.
Kataleya created her own wall, this one of dense water. Pearson made a grabbing motion, then flung his hand up, and her wall of water flew off. With Kataleya visibly shocked, she was frozen in place a moment before she was blasted with dteria. She spiraled past me.
Aliana seemed to be next in Pearson’s sights, but she already had an arrow ready.
“Not Pearson, the horses!” I tried to tell her, but it was too late.
She fired, only for the arrow to stop short of Pearson’s chest before it fell to the ground. She muttered a curse in fear as he swept his hand in her direction.
She flew away to land somewhere among the injured guards and the rest of my peers. The carriage had left already, the king’s gold in the cariole. One sole driver guided the animals, but there was no hope of me catching up to them.
But Aliana had dropped her bow to the ground before Pearson had thrown her away.
There were a couple of arrows scattered near it as well. She’d probably made this happen on purpose. Bless her.
I picked up her weapon and loaded an arrow.
The horses were headed north down the street. I aimed well ahead of the fast animals. I just had to hit one of them.
I shot.
The arrow stopped after just a few yards, intercepted by a block of Pearson’s dteria that he’d moved into the trajectory of the arrow.
Now I was the one cursing as he looked at me with his hands out. Bracing for impact, I was surprised when it was Aliana’s bow in my hands that was crushed and broken, and not me. He left me alone, bending his knees and jumping as he flew off into the sky faster than any bird could go.
He soared high and far, coming down in front of the carriage at least fifty yards away. The horses halted, giving him time to get in. I saw a few more of our guards on the street near him who would soon reach his carriage, but I knew they wouldn’t be able to do much. My focus went to Cason, as he had just finished pulling the dagger out of his shoulder and had begun to heal his wounds.
My peers and I rushed him as quickly as we could, but he was too far away for us to stop him. The dteria that he used to wrap around his waist was so dense and strong that I could feel it even from five yards away.
I knew I might be able to take him off his feet at this short distance with a powerful spell of dvinia, but he was about to take himself off his feet anyway. My effort wouldn’t do anything.
I had to try something else. It was watching Pearson grab Kataleya’s wall of water away from her that gave me the idea.
Rather than try to grab with my dvinia, I used only the three octaves of G with as much strength as I could muster. It was the spell I’d used to grab Leon’s boot. There was no strength to the energy, not enough to hold a physical object, but I could only hope that my mana worked differently with spells than with objects.
I grabbed Cason’s dteria and pulled down with the entire weight of my mind just as he was taking off.
Unbearable pain tore through my skull. It felt like I’d just put my whole body into lifting something that wasn’t supposed to move, but all the pressure had been on my mind.
A splitting headache like none I’d experienced before sent stars flashing in my vision as I collapsed.
Blearily, I made out Cason rising into the air for just a few yards before coming back down as he flailed in shock.
Michael was first on Cason’s back, driving a sword deep into the enemy sorcerer. Reuben was right there after, piercing the back of Cason’s leg with another sword. My friends must’ve picked up the weapons from many of the fallen around us.
I wanted to help them, but I couldn’t take my hands off my head. I had to heal myself, the pain too much, but I couldn’t focus.
It took what felt to be a long while before I finally managed to get a grip on the three octaves of F and began to heal. The pain had taken a lot out of me, though, or perhaps it was just the act of grabbing Cason’s powerful energy with all my strength.
Kataleya crouched near me, her hand on my back. “Jon, can I help you somehow?”
I shook my head, my breaths too heavy for me to think, let alone answer her.
“Don’t kill him!” yelled the king as he darted toward us. “He is to remain alive!”
There were three swords in Cason now, with Michael and Reuben sitting on top of him and Remi standing nearby, ready to burn Cason should he move.
“Jon, we need him healed enough so he doesn’t die,” the king ordered.
I nodded and lifted my hand for Kataleya to help me up. Aliana came to assist, both of them pulling me to my feet.
I trudged over to Cason and nearly collapsed in exhaustion near his head.
He practically growled at me with his ugly mug. Remi crouched down near us and held a dagger against his throat.
“If you try anything, I will kill you,” she threatened.
But his eyes were already starting to roll back in his head, the muscles in his neck relaxing.
“Get off him,” the king ordered.
Michael and Reuben moved aside, leaving a bloody Cason lying motionless in the road.
“Hurry Jon,” the king said, then told the others, “Take out those swords, now!”
I didn’t want to heal this man. Cason was a danger so long as he drew breath. I thought about pretending I couldn’t, that it was too late already, but that was my anger speaking. The king was right. We needed him alive so we could find Pearson. I didn’t want to think what might happen to this kingdom if we didn’t recover that gold.
I put everything I had into closing and healing up his sword wounds, knowing that I didn’t have enough stamina to fully heal him anyway.
I went until I felt like I couldn’t get enough air. I knew the feeling well by now. I would pass out any second.
“Stop, Jon,” Michael said as he grabbed my shoulder. “We need you to heal Leon.”
I let the spell come to an end. I was too exhausted to feel anything, though I knew I should be afraid for Leon, especially considering that I didn’t think I could heal anyone else without a long rest.
“He’s bleeding out as we speak,” Michael told the king as I fell to the dirt and let my eyes close.
“Is Cason going to live, Jon?”
I couldn’t speak, my consciousness fading.
“We need Jon for Leon,” Michael said.
“Cason needs to live no matter what,” the king retorted.
“He’ll live,” I wheezed out. I wasn’t even sure it was true. I had healed Cason greatly, but his body was still very damaged.
“Then get Jon to Leon,” the king said.
Michael and Reuben hoisted me up.
“We’ll get him there if we have to carry him the whole way,” Reuben said.
They picked me up, one on either side of me, and soon I was being whisked away.
“Good god you’re heavy,” Michael groaned. “You’d better be able to run soon.”
What the hell just happened? was all I could think as I struggled for breath.




CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

It was past suppertime when I was finally done healing everyone. I could barely stand by then.
Leon had been stabbed in the leg during the arrest of Luther. Leon and many of Byron’s guards were unable to rush to the castle when the king sent a distress signal through the callring. Apparently, the sellswords employed by Luther had made the arrest quite difficult, and Leon had grown impatient, sparking an armed conflict outside Luther’s mansion.
I had spent the last few hours in the courtyard, healing. I had listened to my friends speak about what had happened with Luther, as Eden and Jennava described what had occurred here. I hadn’t seen Jennava during the chaos, but there were a lot of people I hadn’t seen.
While I was healing those who needed it most, the uninjured organized those who needed healing immediately and instructed me who to heal next. It made my work easier.
Leon assisted by healing those with superficial cuts, but he had lost a lot of blood. He couldn’t do too much before he retired to his quarters.
The king kept everyone around until all the injured were healed, except for a large team of archers he’d sent after Pearson because only archers had any hope of shooting him dead. I had not spoken with his majesty. I almost didn’t want to. He was grief stricken, with long looks at the ground as if he’d lost a child. I had heard, however, that his family was safe. It was his loss of coin that he mourned.
Luther had been brought through the courtyard in chains. He had denied any involvement with Cason when he was arrested, and he was still spouting the same message as he was escorted into the keep.
There was one person who wouldn’t stop staring at him, though I couldn’t read her expression. Aliana never took her eyes off her father until he was far enough into the keep where we couldn’t hear his complaints any longer. The door was still broken off its hinges.
I was in a daze. I knew I needed food, but I felt that eating wasn’t going to help me process everything that had happened. The worst of all was the news Eden had given me hours ago, soon after I had begun healing.
With tears in her eyes, she’d told me that Cason had killed Calvin. Cason had thrown Calvin against the wall of the keep. There was a blood stain about five yards up were Calvin’s head had struck stone.
I knew I would grieve later, but all I could think about, now that I was finally done healing and sitting down in front of my supper, was Pearson Robinson. It wasn’t his sorcery that scared me the most. It wasn’t even that he’d somehow carried an enormous chest as heavy as a grown man down three flights of stairs. It was that he had broken the door to the keep off its hinges, an impossible act that many of the king’s guards had witnessed. He hadn’t done it with dteria but with a simple kick of his boot.
What was even more strange was how a woman was later seen watching us take care of the injured from her perch on the roof of the keep, a woman no one recognized, including the king and his staff. It was soon after he’d sent men up to detain her for questioning that she’d jumped off the back end of the keep and wasn’t seen again.
I ate quickly while listening to my peers, who seemed to be in a slightly better mood than I was. It was probably because they hadn’t lost a friend. Right now, it felt as if a cloud would be blocking out the sun for the rest of my life, never a bright day again.
I knew this would pass. This feeling would diminish, as had the pain of losing my father. But this time it was pity that I felt the strongest. Calvin had been robbed of his life. He was one of the good men. In no way did he deserve this, and in no way was it his fault.
At least I perked up a little when I heard Michael compliment Charlie.
“If you hadn’t melted those swords when you did, a lot more people than Leon would have been stabbed, maybe even killed. You did well, Charlie.”
“Aye,” Reuben agreed.
“Thank you.”
“Jon, are you going to be all right?” Michael asked. “At least we got Cason,” he said, most likely to cheer me up.
It was true. Cason was now in a cell in the dungeon, and no amount of magic could break him out of a stone and metal cage.
“I’ll be fine tomorrow.” I hoped so, anyway. “After some rest.”
I could feel Kataleya’s gaze on me from across the dining hall. I didn’t want to worry my peers, but I just couldn’t bring myself to lift my head up.
There were still so many unanswered questions. Why was Luther lying about his involvement? Could he be so stupid as to think that we would actually believe he was innocent after everything that had happened? Perhaps he just needed some time to realize this, and then he would help us figure out where Pearson had taken the king’s coin. But time was not a luxury we had. Right now, Pearson could be passing out the coin to his loyal sorcerers, who would soon be on their way to Rohaer.
The alternative to this scenario was that Luther really was innocent, which meant that Aliana and her mother were working with Cason and had framed Luther. I didn’t care to even entertain this idea. Aliana was innocent in my eyes. In fact, all of my peers might be innocent.
After seeing what Pearson was capable of, it was clear that he could’ve been the one who put the callring in Kataleya’s room at some point. It could’ve been an attempt to make the king suspect the wrong family, to keep Luther from being arrested.
I still didn’t know what Luther had to gain from this. He was already wealthy and powerful. I doubted that Pearson could entice Luther with something that he didn’t already have. Perhaps it had been a threat that had turned Luther against the king, forcing him to plot a theft of the king’s tax collections.
This seemed unlikely, especially after Aliana’s own mother had testified about what kind of man Luther really was. It was probably greed, the only explanation for the despicable actions of a man who already had everything an average man might dream about.
The king walked over to the girls’ side of the table and gestured for us boys to come to him. We picked up our plates and walked over.
I didn’t know what had gotten into me, but this brush with death seemed to dig out my heart from wherever I’d buried it. I sat beside Kataleya and was completely smitten when she put her hand on my arm, looked right into my eyes, and asked me in a caring voice, “Are you all right?”
I nodded. “You?”
She took back her hand. “Yeah, thanks to your healing.”
I had healed all of the sorcerers. Most only had cuts and welts that would soon be bruises, but Kataleya had a badly twisted ankle that needed some hefty spellcasting.
I was just now realizing how dramatic things had become while I was healing, when Josef had been bothering the king about receiving extra payment. It had happened in the courtyard some distance away from me, but I had seen it all unfold. I was reminded of it as I looked around the table to see that Remi was absent.
“I deserve double what you have given me,” Josef had argued. “My life was in danger.”
“Everyone’s life was in danger,” the king had replied. “That was the reason all of you were already paid fairly.”
“Fairly?”
“Yes, fairly. Now I will not speak with you about this any—”
Remi had come up on Joseph’s side and punched him square in his temple.
“Oof.” The fire mage had stumbled away, then shot a look over his shoulder. “What the hell are you doing here?” he’d asked Remi.
“I live here!”
“What are you talking about?”
“I am one of the king’s sorcerers.”
Josef had glanced at the king, who’d nodded.
“I demand she be punished for striking me,” Josef had said. “Show that you are a fair king after all and do not offer leniency to your sorcerers when they break the law.”
“First, I’ll hear her reason for striking you…unless you want to tell us what you think it might be?”
Josef had appeared nervous at first, then angry. “I will be the better man and take my leave.”
“In no circumstance have you ever been the better man,” Remi had said. “Sire, he deserves to be thrown out of your city. He charges too much for his service, and he is a weak fire mage who takes advantage of people.” She’d glared at him. “In more ways than one.”
“You are lying,” Josef had grumbled.
“Sire, I think you know I am speaking the truth. Newhaven would be better off without him.”
As I recalled how the event had unfolded, I was starting to believe that Josef had done a lot worse to Remi than coerce her into a perverse trade.
The king soon banished him from Newhaven, following Remi’s advice. Josef had stuck around for a little while, arguing that with Pearson outed as a dark mage there was no other fire mage in the city. His services were needed now more than ever. People needed fire, he’d claimed.
I think I had begun healing someone else toward the end of this, as there were many hurting and I could not allow myself a long break. But I vaguely remember Remi saying something about how she would provide a fair service to anyone who required it, as soon as she was done dealing with the larger threat.
Josef had bickered with her, claiming she could barely light a lamp. I do remember very clearly what had happened after. She had produced an enormous fireball that she’d skillfully moved near him, taking my focus away from closing a gash down a guard’s arm. I had never seen Remi create such a large fireball. Even Josef seemed shocked as he fell backward and crawled away while covering his face.
“Get out!” Remi had screamed. “Don’t show yourself here again or I’ll do a lot worse.”
“You heard her,” the king had agreed.
“At least give me a week!” Josef had pleaded. “I need to get my affairs in order before I leave.”
“You will leave before sunset,” the king had said. Then Remi let her fireball disintegrate.
I now recalled her asking the king if she could have supper alone in her room. After he’d agreed, she’d walked off to the apartments. I figured I wasn’t going to see her again tonight.
I felt like I had a pretty good idea what Josef had done to her. Remi had not always been the powerful sorcerer she was now. She was a small girl, without much means of protecting herself. I imagined Josef took advantage of her in the same way the young man Remi had been forced to marry had taken advantage of her.
I pitied the girl. It was getting harder to believe she could be the one working against us.
Now, we waited for the king to speak, all of us quietly finishing up our supper with quick looks at his majesty. Nykal wasn’t usually at a loss for words, but he started a couple sentences in different ways.
“You all….” He paused. “Today….” He paused again.
“Sire?” Reuben asked. “Is it possible that one of the castle staff could’ve planted the callring in Kataleya’s room?”
“No. Most of the servants have been loyal to my family for generations. They keep close contact with each other. All instances of suspicious behavior has been reported and investigated. That should sound familiar.”
Yes, we had been doing the same. I honestly didn’t see how any of us could be organizing with our enemies when we all kept our eyes on each other and no one was permitted to leave the castle on their own anymore.
“Well it seems to me,” Reuben continued, “that Cason knew Leon would be taking most of us out of the castle. They had time to prepare smoke enchantments and ready their archers around the castle where we couldn’t see them preparing to strike. They were probably waiting for a signal.”
“That could be true,” said the king, “but it could also be that they saw Byron remove Aliana’s mother from the place where she’d been kept. They knew we would come for Luther after that. And don’t forget that Pearson was among the men brought in to defend the castle. He might’ve been the one to send a signal of some kind.”
Leon was not present with us in the dining hall. He was most likely resting after losing too much blood. Jennava stood nearby, though.
“Pearson didn’t speak with anyone on our way to the castle,” she informed the king. “I don’t think he could’ve signaled.”
“Did you check his fingers?”
“He had many rings, but Barrett confirmed that none contained enchantments.”
The councilman nodded. He was another older adult standing around the table of mostly teens. It was an odd feeling, almost as if we were being protected, though the opposite was closer to the truth. It was up to us to defend the rest of them.
It was the first time I had felt young since coming here.
I asked, “Couldn’t Pearson have put the callring in Kataleya’s room? If he found his way into the keep through a window, he probably could’ve found his way into the apartments.”
“He broke a window today in order to get into the keep. Just like the windows in the apartments, they do not open from the outside. Someone would’ve had to let him in if he did not break it.”
The king took a long glance at us, holding his gaze on one of us at a time.
“Another mystery surrounds Pearson,” Nykal said when he was done. “I ask you, Barrett. How could a fire mage like Pearson train with dteria long enough to become more powerful than Cason without anyone finding out? I’m sure there are hundreds of people in Newhaven who have hired Pearson throughout the years. We’ve received more false reports of dteria than real ones, but not one false report about Pearson that I recall. Is this correct?”
“It is correct, your majesty. I don’t know how this could be possible, but it seems to be the case.”
The princess and queen were absent from this meal, most likely eating in their own quarters like Remi. I hoped they were all right after everything that had happened, especially Callie. I was certain it was her scream that I’d heard from high in the keep before Pearson had emerged with the king’s chest.
“There’s something else at play here,” the king said.
“Are you implying what I think?” Barrett asked.
What was the king implying? The hearty supper hadn’t helped me recover as much as I’d hoped it would, my mind a jumble.
I was still sometimes gripped by sudden panic, remembering the voices of my peers calling out for me to heal someone quickly. I kept hearing them from the courtyard. Internal alarm bells drew my attention away. My mind thought there still might be injured lying out there, waiting for me to save them, someone we missed among the many dead bodies.
The king did not answer Barrett, though it looked like he wanted to.
I thought next about the bloodstain Calvin’s head had left on the wall of the keep.
There hadn’t even been many dark mages who’d gotten over the castle walls. The guards had pieced together that there were probably about six in the courtyard, including Cason and Pearson, and only two had been killed. Most of the men the king had paid to defend the castle hadn’t even seen an enemy until after the smoke cleared.
“No matter what the explanation is for Pearson’s powerful sorcery,” the king said, “he cannot get the gold to Rohaer on horse and carriage because the only road to Rohaer is snowed in. If Byron’s team does not find Pearson and recover what he stole, Pearson will likely divide the kingdom’s riches to the dark mages he trusts the most. They will help him carry these riches through the forest. It is a long trip to Rohaer, but the forest is vast. I do not expect them to be caught, though I’m doing everything I can to increase the odds.
“I want all of you to know, if these riches are not retrieved, I will have to impose a crisis tax. I no longer believe my taxmen will be walking into an ambush, as it has become clear that the enemies of this kingdom were primarily interested in coin which they have now obtained. We have expected them to retreat to Rohaer for quite some time, and I have no doubt that this is what they will do next.”
“I’m sure my family will do everything we can to help,” Kataleya said.
The king gave her a small smile. “I appreciate all the support from the Yorns. I always have. I hope you understand I was only doing what I had to when you came under suspicion.”
“I do, sire. It was difficult for a time, but I always understood. Does this mean I will be given the same freedoms as the others now?”
“Unfortunately, it means the opposite. Everyone is to be monitored as you have been. I believe there’s still a traitor within this castle, and they are now more dangerous than ever. If they were done with their plans, they would’ve left during the chaos. There is still something they wish to accomplish.”
“Sire, I hope you will not think this disrespectful,” Kataleya said, “but it seems to me that it should be quite clear that my family has only helped you. Luther is the one who has been working against you.”
Aliana looked down at her empty plate, her cheeks red.
“Yes, it does seem to be the case, but no one will be given the same freedom as before until after I am completely sure. It shouldn’t be much longer now. No one is to leave the castle without permission. If you’re seen doing so, it will be an admission of guilt. All of you keep an eye on each other and report any suspicious behavior. You will all be locked in your rooms during the night.”
I didn’t much like that idea. I never left my room during the night, but what if one of my peers was attacked? It didn’t seem wise.
“Sire,” I said. “I would like the freedom to leave my room during the night in case my assistance might be needed during an emergency. I don’t believe the rest of my peers would take offense to it.”
I seemed to be right, as no one argued against the idea.
The king curled his lips inward and had a breath. “All right, the lock on your door will not be altered.”
It was comforting to know I had earned everyone’s trust, including the king’s. I hoped soon they could feel the same comfort I did.
“That is all for now,” the king said.
“Sire?” I said as he was turning to leave our table. When he stopped and turned around, I asked, “Will there be a memorial for those who’ve perished during this battle?”
“There will,” he answered swiftly. “The friends and family of the deceased are being notified as we speak. The memorial will be tomorrow. Unfortunately, no one here will be able to attend the ceremony because it will be outside Newhaven, where the bodies are to be buried, and I need all of you defending the castle, my family, and keeping an eye on each other until we find Pearson or discover he’s gone to Rohaer.”
It hurt to be excluded from Calvin’s funeral, but I did understand that the king needed me here along with the others. If all of us had been in the castle during the attack, we probably would’ve been able to stop Pearson from escaping with the gold.
Then again, maybe not. There seemed to be no limitation to his magical or physical strength. Why hadn’t he taken off into the air as soon as he’d stolen the chest from the keep? Perhaps it was so he could aid Cason and the others in escaping.
“Is Cason being questioned?” I asked the king before he left.
“He won’t say anything for a while, Jon. He needs some time in solitude to see what his life will be like if he doesn’t cooperate with us.”
“May I try speaking with him, though?”
The king appeared concerned. “For what purpose?”
“I feel that he’s targeted me since I came here. Perhaps I could at least get him to explain why.”
“He could kill you with dteria by throwing you against the wall.”
I held back a shudder as I visualized it happening to Calvin.
“Then send an archer with me.” I knew all of the king’s archers had gone after Pearson, but there was still one left. “Aliana, would you mind?”
She looked up at me. I wasn’t sure she’d heard any of it at first, but then she answered, “I’d be happy to go.”
“I still wouldn’t feel comfortable,” Nykal said. “I would at least ask that a fire mage go with you too, but Leon and Remi are both indisposed. Tomorrow, Jon. I will have someone collect you, Aliana, and Remi tomorrow.”
“I would like a word with my father then as well,” Aliana said.
“Luther is being questioned right now. I can’t guarantee a meeting between you and him until after my interrogator is done. It could be a few days, if Luther remains difficult.”
“Did you know, sire?”
“Excuse me?”
It sounded as if Aliana was holding back emotion as she spoke again. “Did you know he was my father?”
“All I knew was what was on your identification papers and what you told us during your interview. Your father was unlisted. You didn’t know who he was. We assumed he might be someone powerful, and I will admit that we thought he might come forward and assist us when you gained prestige, but I did not base my decision to accept you into this castle on this notion. You were not treated any differently. We made a choice, Aliana. We could have investigated your family and pressured your mother to speak up, but we chose not to.”
His voice gained volume as he continued. “I have governed this nation through respect and trust, but my enemies have taken advantage of that benevolence. I have attempted to correct my mistrust of Newhaven’s people, and it is because of these changes to my administration that we have fared well against men like Cason and Pearson.”
I was a little surprised to hear him say we had fared well.
But then I had to correct my surprise. It was easy to forget that we had foiled all of Cason’s plans except the most recent one, and even then we’d managed to capture Cason. The king had lost his gold, but I supposed we had fared well considering how outmatched we’ve been.
“However,” the king continued. “I understand all of you have concerns and personal interests invested in this now. Aliana, you wish to speak to your father. Kataleya, you want redemption for the accusation against your family. Jon, you want to be given trust and opportunity. All of you have goals, wishes, and desires. I’m sure they are all valid, but I don’t have the energy to discuss your personal interests any longer tonight. If there is a matter you wish to bring up, do so with Barrett.
“Jon, you will visit Cason tomorrow with Aliana and Remi, but training is to resume for everyone, and all of you—but Jon—are to be locked in during the night. We should be coming to the end of this struggle against Cason and Pearson very soon, which should buy us a lot of time to prepare for Rohaer. I’ve heard from Leon that everyone has shown great improvement, but you must keep it up now. Train hard and continue to follow my orders obediently, and we will get through this.”
He walked out of the dining hall the moment he was done, I assumed to check on his family. I wished I could say that his speech had moved us, but it was a quiet table he had left behind, most of us staring down at our near-empty plates.




CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

It took until after everyone finished eating for me to notice the blood on my shirt. There was no way to know if it belonged to some of the few sorcerers I had fought against or some of the many allies I had healed. I needed a bath, again. I was starting to get used to needing a second one daily. I just wished I had more energy to enjoy it.
I tried not to fall asleep in the bath, but it was hard with the room so quiet and the water so warm. The castle workers were the unsung heroes in my life. I’m sure one of them had noticed that I tended to take a bath before bed these days, as there was always a single tub with hot water when I entered the boys’ bathing quarters. One of these castle workers had even gotten the blood off my other set of clothes and sewed them up after I had left them outside my room.
With so many stitches, however, they weren’t really worth wearing. I’d thrown them in the chest where I stored my swords, where they would remain a constant reminder of the fight I’d almost lost.
The princess seemed to be waiting for me when I finished my bath. She sat on a bench in the hall, a sad look as she glanced over at me. There was a single guard standing nearby.
I sat down beside her. “Are you all right?” I asked.
“Can we speak in private? I know it’s late, but—”
“Of course.”
“Thank you.” She stood from the bench. I followed her through the hall and out into the courtyard. The wind was cold, but she was bundled up in her heavy cloak, and I was warm from my recent bath. The guard waited behind in the apartments.
“I wish there was somewhere inside we could talk quietly,” she said with a bit of a shiver. “But I know how it would look if I entered your room.”
She didn’t seem like her usual self. “What happened when Pearson entered the keep?”
“That’s what I wanted to speak to you about. I was with my father and mother in the most secure room in the castle. There were two thick boards of wood barring the door, a mess of guards outside.” She paused. “It didn’t matter. He broke the doors, shattered them with the strength of a battering ram. Then he came in and picked me up with one arm as if I weighed nothing and held a knife to my neck. He threatened to kill me unless my father told him where our treasury was kept and provided the key.” She shivered more and had a fearful expression as if she felt like she was in immediate danger again.
I wanted to put my arm around her as a friend, but I was too concerned about the implication.
She went on. “He shouldn’t have been as strong as he was. It doesn’t make any sense.” She leaned somewhat against me. “You’re very strong also, but could you hold me up with one arm?”
I shook my head. “No.”
“Pearson did so easily. And did you see his sorcery? I’ve never heard of spells that powerful. He threw our guards away from him with ease. I heard two falling from the third floor. I wanted to see, but my mother made sure I didn’t. Now I’m glad. Do you know if either of them lived?”
“One did. What has your father told you about all of this?”
“Nothing. He never tells me anything except that everything will be fine. I don’t care anymore. I don’t need him to tell me anything. I need him to listen.” I was surprised when she buried her face in my chest and started to cry. “I don’t know why he’s not listening.”
I couldn’t help it. I put my arms around her and held her close.
“Listen to what?” I asked.
I wasn’t sure if her answer was to my question or one I hadn’t asked. “That was most of my family’s coin and jewels. I don’t care if they can never buy anything for me again. I just don’t want to see my father hanged.” She wept hard onto my chest.
“Hey,” I told her softly. “I’m going to make sure that doesn’t happen.”
She composed herself a bit and stepped away from me, a serious look on her young face. “He can’t pay the troops he needs to fight against Rohaer. I’ve heard him speak about our enemies many times. There are so many more of them than us. They have a real army, Jon. The only army my father had were the citizens who joined the rebellion and the mercenaries he paid to fight against the late king. He spent so much coin to ensure Oquin Calloum and his followers were dead. I was so proud of my father. He didn’t even want to do all of that, but he knew the spread of dteria had to stop. Oquin was responsible for much of it.”
“I know.” I had heard much of this from Calvin.
I still couldn’t believe he was dead. I had just been talking to him the other day.
“I don’t think you know all of it, though,” Callie continued. “My father had saved some coin to fight Cason, the other dark mages, and eventually Rohaer, just in case the people of Rohaer didn’t rebel against their king. Now the worst has happened. Rohaer’s people haven’t rebelled, and the coin my father saved has been stolen.”
I had to ask something. “Didn’t Oquin have coin and jewels that went to your father upon his coronation?”
“Not much. Oquin spent everything he had building up an army because he knew a rebellion was coming. My father didn’t want to make the same mistake by spending everything on his army, but now he’s made the biggest error of all. I know this is not the right thing to say, but perhaps as his daughter I am the only one who can say it. He’s put too much trust in you and the other sorcerers. He thought the eight of you and a few measly hired swords would be enough to deal with all the corruption in Lycast.”
It was one thing to hear Calvin speak about this but another to hear the king’s own daughter speak against his choices. It seemed that Nykal Lennox had had a shaky grasp on Lycast from the beginning, and now it was slipping away.
“But he still won’t listen,” Callie said. “He needs to now more than ever. I don’t know what he’s supposed to do about all of this, but accepting the truth is the first thing, don’t you think?”
“Accepting the truth about what? What won’t he listen to?”
She inhaled slowly, then glanced at me as if I wouldn’t believe her. “I don’t think Pearson is human.”
“Are you saying he’s a demigod?”
“I am,” she told me confidently.
“But Pearson has lived in Newhaven for a while, hasn’t he? He’s interacted with many people?”
“Yes, my father is investigating his recent past, looking for any evidence of his abnormal strength. People will be questioned. It may be proven later, but I already know the truth. He is not human, Jon. I could feel it when he picked me up.” She paused, her voice breaking. “I don’t know why he didn’t just kill all of us. Maybe the rumors are true. He’s scared of Gourfist finding him if he uses too much power. We do know Gourfist is real. Don’t you know, Jon?”
“Leon has said that, and I’m inclined to believe him.”
“I’m almost certain the rest of the demigods are real too.”
A silence passed. I felt inclined to believe Callie as well. The simplest answers were true most of the time. It was the easiest explanation for Pearson’s strength, but it did bring up many more questions that I was too tired to think about now.
“Not just that,” Callie added. “They are involved.”
“How do you think the other demigods are involved in this?”
“Think about the blizzard that began before winter and has continued this whole time.”
“Callie!” called Nykal from the doorway of the keep. He gestured for her, anger on his face.
She gave a sigh. “It is past my bedtime. I’m sorry if I wasted your time. I just needed to talk to someone, and I have no friends in the castle besides you.”
“You could never waste my time, princess. I do hope you feel a little better after speaking with me.”
“I do.”
“Besides, I think you might be right about all of this,” I told her.
She didn’t smile about that as she wiped her eyes, then gave a quick curtsy. I bowed.
She ran off to her father, who looked at me as if I had done wrong. I bowed to him, but he was already entering the keep before I straightened my back. I didn’t let his disapproval of talking with Callie past her bedtime get to me. There were more important things to consider.
Callie had seemed confident that Pearson was a demigod. Which demigod could he be if it was true? He was known as a fire mage before today, but clearly he was powerful with dteria. It was the demigod Airinold who gave up his strength to bring dteria to the world, and it was only Airinold who had power over it. However, some stories said that Airinold had since lost control of both dteria and his mind years after he became Gourfist, a massive flying creature that slept for decades at a time in the center of Curdith Forest.
When asked about other demigods, Callie had referenced the blizzard that prevented travel between Rohaer and Lycast. I didn’t know the odds of the constant snow occurring naturally, but I trusted that Callie did. She could be right, and it was Failina—the demigod of erto—aiding us by delaying the march of Rohaer’s army. It was a nice thought, especially considering that another demigod was clearly working against us.
If Pearson wasn’t Airinold, then who was he? Clearly not Failina. Was it even possible that Pearson was one of the female demigods? I hadn’t thought to use my Identify spell on him to see if he might be cloaked with an illusion. But again, he had lived in Newhaven for many years. He had spoken with countless people. If the rules of sorcery applied to the demigods the same way that they did to us, then he shouldn’t be able to modify his voice.
That meant he was male, and so there was only one demigod he could be.
It wasn’t Nijja, the goddess of the fae world and the creator of ordia. It wasn’t Souriff, either, the creator of dvinia and the goddess who supposedly made contact with the krepps. Like Failina, we owed a lot to her. She had already proven to be on our side, stopping the krepps from engaging in war with Lycast because of the actions of the previous king, who had ordered the killings of a group of krepps who’d come here to trade.
Pearson had to be Valinox, the firstborn demigod and the creator of mtalia. According to legend, Valinox had been jealous of his siblings who created more powerful sorcery and received more praise from their father, Basael.
There was so much to think about that I started to wonder what the point was of wasting my energy. What could I do about any of this right now even if it was true? I had to trust that the king knew best, but I was starting to doubt all of us had a fighting chance serving a leader who was so financially crippled. Was it really possible to fight a war against the dark mages without enough coin to pay for an army?
I was beginning to agree with Callie. Her father had put too much trust in us.
But there was a more important point to consider. What else could he have done that would’ve been better? Like the rest of us, he was making the most out of the dire situation.
I was glad he had put so much trust in us. It was a risk that I was going to make sure paid off.
If not, then all of us were going to die.




CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

The morning of the next day started off normally, with breakfast in my room before my bath in the boys’ bathing quarters, where I greeted my friends. That’s where the normality ended, however. While the four of us bathed somewhat privately, a curtain around our tubs, Michael was usually quite chatty, with the rest of us keeping up the conversation during moments of pause. However, the bathing quarters was completely quiet this morning, save the sounds of water sloshing.
Out on the courtyard, Kataleya was already at work, a large wall of water hovering in front of her as she made a face of concentration.
“Jon!” she called as I left the apartments. “Would you come here?”
Kataleya always practiced near the well, letting her water fall in when she was done using it. She already had a sheen of sweat on her face, her chest swelling with each heavy breath. I tended to be distracted by concerns these days, except when I looked at Kataleya. Then everything seemed to become clearer.
Her cunning eyes, a sharp gray-green hue, made me curious as to what was going on in her mind. She always had wisdom to spare, and I didn’t believe it had much to do with her being two years older than me. It seemed to be more related to the kind of person she was.
It almost felt as if I had a second mind when I started to look at a woman in a romantic way, as was clearly happening with Kataleya. There were thoughts that came, always unbidden, that would get me in a fair bit of trouble if I was to ever speak them aloud. For example, this second mind brought my attention to the ample size of her bosom beneath her shirt.
I found myself slowly losing the desire to stop these thoughts the more they made my chest burn. Instead, I wanted to act on them, to find some way of showing Kataleya how beautiful I thought she was.
“Good morning, Kat,” I said with my best smile. “You look nice.”
“Do what you did to Cason’s dteria, but to my water.”
My heart sank at her lack of a reply to my compliment. “What?”
“He grabbed my energy.” She didn’t seem to find what she was looking for as she glanced at my confused expression. “We spoke about this. Remember?”
I was still lost. “We did?”
“Yes, while you were healing.”
“Oh, I was in such a daze then. I don’t remember.” But I did remember grabbing Cason’s energy. I wasn’t going to forget something that felt like it had put a temporary tear in my brain.
Kataleya made her wall of water again. It looked identical to the one she’d created in front of herself in hopes of blocking Pearson’s energy.
Now I knew what she was doing. Pearson had grabbed her water and moved it with ease.
“Grab it, Jon. As hard as you can.”
“There’s no way I’m doing it that hard. The last time I did—”
“All right, just tell me when you have a good hold.”
Her arms shook.
I focused, telling my mana to take hold of her water as I casted the spell of lG, G, and uG. I could feel it understand my wishes, surrounding Kataleya’s wide block of dense water. I closed my hands into fists as I tensed my mind.
“I have a firm hold.”
She tried to move the water with jerks of her arm. I felt it with my mind. The whole wall of clear blue jittered. It was like an arm wrestling match, Kataleya pushing up harder while I pulled down with equal strength.
“Harder,” she said.
I gritted my teeth as I collapsed my energy around her water.
The wall started to bend at the edges, curving inward.
“Oh god, you’re strong,” she said, as if startled. Then she groaned and spread her arms away from each other. I felt a great push against my mana as her water evened out into a flat wall again.
It was tiring, to say the least. I couldn’t hold it much longer.
“Try to take it away from me,” Kataleya said.
I clawed my hand slowly through the air, forcing my mana to move in tandem.
Kataleya jumped and leaned back, as if a rope were between us and she was trying to pull me the other way. “Rgh,” she groaned. “Are you pulling as hard as you can?” she asked through her strain.
“I will now.”
I jerked her water the opposite way, but she must’ve let go at the same time as I did it. The wall of water became a jet as it speared toward the apartments…where Michael was coming out.
It happened too fast for him to do much besides get his arms up and let out an expletive. Water hit him so hard that it picked him up from the ground and threw him back inside the apartments.
I ran after him, worried he might be injured. But he was getting up when I arrived and seemed more angry than hurt.
“I just took a bath, Kataleya! What the hell?”
“I’m sorry.” She had her hands over her mouth, but her squinted eyes made it clear she was smiling.
“Are you all right?” I asked Michael.
He swore again as he lifted up his shirt to reveal shallow cuts all down his chest. “Stings like the nails of a woman scorned. Did I scorn you, Kataleya, hmm? Did I?”
She laughed a little. “I didn’t mean for you to be hit. I’m sorry,” she repeated.
“You don’t sound very sorry. Was that on purpose?”
“No, of course not! And can’t I be sorry and find it humorous at the same time?”
“No! That completely goes against the apology. Go ahead and heal me, Jon.”
“Jon and I were…I suppose ‘wrestling’ would be the best way to describe it?”
“Take your wrestling to the bedroom next time and leave me out of it.”
She smacked his bare stomach with the back of her hand.
“Ow!”
“Oh god, I didn’t mean to hit you that hard!”
“Yeah right!”
Her cheeks were red as she held in a laugh. “We were wrestling with our mana,” she specified. “And I wanted to see what would happen if I suddenly let go.” She showed me a serious look. “You know, we might be able to use this concept for something. It’s like slingshotting a spell.”
“It does sound like something we should test.” I then focused on healing Michael’s shallow cuts.
He let his wet shirt down. “Better go change, again. Thanks, Kataleya.” Then he started up the stairs with a squish on each step, leaving wet footprints behind him.
“I’m sorry!” she called after him, then immediately turned to me. “We should spend a lot more time practicing together,” she said. “I want to be able to hold my water in place in case we encounter Pearson again, and I believe we should experiment as well. I’ve never heard of sorcerers casting together, but it could be useful.”
Spending most of the day with Kataleya, our mana intertwined, sounded enjoyable, but I couldn’t agree to it, unfortunately. “I wish I could, but I’m still planning on speaking with Cason as soon as the king allows.”
“Oh, right. After, then?” she asked hopefully.
“After, I have to learn to catch myself, in case we face Pearson again.” It was hard to get the words out, but she needed to know why this was so important. “He threw me so high last time that I could’ve died had I landed differently. I need to make sure that doesn’t happen…ever.”
“Oh.” She began to nod. “I understand. That’s how I feel about my inability to block his spell. I don’t want that to happen again ever, either, but there’s no one else who can grab spells. It’s a skill you should work on, you know? As soon as you have time.”
It suddenly occurred to me that this might’ve been the spell that Eslenda had used the first time I had seen her, when Aliana and Eden and I had ventured into Curdith Forest and come across her bathing. I had to test it to make sure.
“You’re right,” I said. “I think this calls for one experiment right now.”
“Shall I cast Waterwall again?”
“Actually, I have to try something first. I’ll be right back.”
“I could come with you.”
“Actually you can’t. I’ll be in the boys’ bathing quarters.”
“You…what?”
“It’s not a joke,” I specified.
“All right,” she said with a laugh. “Tell me after.”
It was empty when I arrived, steam in the air. I went to the same bathtub I had used that morning.
It just took a moment to cast the grabbing spell, which I was beginning to think should have a name. I found it intriguing to see the water ripple as I cupped my mana around the edges of it, sliding my mana in between the water and the sides of the tub.
The push of the water created pressure on my mana, and so on my mind as well. The spell called for my mana to join with itself, but there was too much water in the way.
I pushed my mana through the water at the base of the tub, a strenuous task that felt like sticking my arms into holes in the earth and pushing through the dirt until my hands met. Eventually, my mana was connected, though stretched.
I had felt this before, when Leon had thrown his boot for me to catch. It had broken through my mana, and his boot was a lot lighter than the water in this tub. This was not going to work, but I had to try anyway.
I slowly heaved upward. My mana suddenly ripped down the middle and shot out through the sides of the tub with great force, splashing water all around and soaking my boots as I tried to jump away.
Kataleya’s water had been easy to handle, yet this water felt nearly impossible to move. Could it be that Eslenda was just that much stronger than me? She was able to lift out all the water in a small pond, while I couldn’t even take out the water in this tub. It was possible, I supposed, but another answer seemed more likely.
There was probably something about elements made from mana that allowed my mana to manipulate these elements easier. Kataleya had told me, the first time we had really spoken, that the water she made was the same as natural water. I was starting to doubt that was the case. I assumed Eslenda had filled that pond with her own water and could lift the water easier because of this. She probably bathed there often.
Fortunately I had an extra pair of boots in my room. I went up to change with plans to return to the courtyard and share my results with Kataleya, but Remi appeared in my doorway as soon as I finished slipping on my dry boots.
With her small eyes narrowed and her light brown hair unkempt, she seemed to be looking at me in an almost sinister way. I suddenly realized I was vulnerable here, no escape, except past her. I wasn’t sure how my dvinia would hold up against her fire, but I didn’t want to find out.
“Are you all right?” I asked cautiously. She was close enough to me to envelop my whole body in flames before I even knew I was being attacked.
“The king has ordered me to go with you to see Cason. Why?” She seemed upset about this.
“He didn’t explain it?”
“No, he just sent Barrett to give me the order, and Barrett ran off after.”
I supposed the king and his councilman would be very busy for a while.
“I apologize if it’s not something you want to do, but I need your help to make sure Cason doesn’t try to kill me. Aliana will be there as well.”
She wrinkled her nose. “Leon still isn’t well enough to go?”
“I don’t think so. I haven’t seen him.”
“Let’s get this over with, then.”
We found Aliana in the courtyard. She was leaning against the wall of the apartments, waiting for us. She had a different bow with her than her usual one, reminding me that Pearson had crushed her bow in my hands. This must be her spare.
“Ready?” she asked without enthusiasm.
I couldn’t say I was very enthusiastic about this, either. “Yes.”
I noticed Kataleya watching me. She showed me a curious expression, as if awaiting news from my experiment. I would tell her when I got back, which I hoped to convey with a nod and a lifted finger.
The entrance to the dungeon was just down a short hall from the main floor of the keep. I recognized the guard standing in front of the thick door, but as with the other guards, I hadn’t spoken with him or learned his name. I thanked him when he unlocked the door for us. I hoped he and the other guards knew how much I valued their service, but I had the feeling that most of them thought us young sorcerers to be arrogant, as most sorcerers were.
I found myself wanting to stop here and search Remi and Aliana, to make sure they had no daggers hidden. It seemed unlikely they would attempt to kill me right now if one was the traitor, but I was feeling farther removed from safety the deeper we descended into the dungeon. I decided not to, though. The chances they would act were extremely slim and the chance of offense was not.
We were greeted by the jailer, his windowless office near the base of the stairs. He took us through the dim, muggy tunnels. Occupied cells were on either side, the prisoners suffering quietly as seen by their expressions. Nykal was a good king, but his benevolence didn’t seem to extend down here.
The jailer eventually stopped just before we started down another tunnel, this one with seemingly empty cells. “He’s ahead,” said the jailer.
Aliana asked, “Can you take me to Luther’s cell?”
The jailer appeared disappointed. “I can’t, young lady, and I must inform the king that you asked. I received strict orders.”
“You don’t have to do that,” Aliana said.
“I’m afraid I do.”
She clicked her tongue as the jailer left. “Damn.”
“I’m sure he’ll understand,” I said.
“I just want to know…I’m not quite sure, actually. I guess I just want to see what excuse he has for never seeing me.”
“He doesn’t care,” Remi said coldly.
Aliana looked at her feet. “I know, but he’s my father. Shouldn’t that count for something?”
“It doesn’t.” Remi stared at Aliana until she looked at her. “Family might mean something to you, but family means something else to him. It’s an excuse to do whatever he wants with the expectation that you’ll still care for him. There’s nothing for you to hold onto if that’s how he chooses to behave. He’s as much your father as my father was to me. Imagine where I’d be now if I held onto the idea that I had to care about him. I would still be married, living in Granlo, abused. I don’t care if my father thinks I betrayed him and the rest of my family. They betrayed me first, just as your father has done to you by pretending you don’t exist.”
“Will you shut up?” Cason yelled from his cell ahead. “Airinold’s taint, whine about your fathers somewhere else.”
But Aliana ignored him, putting her hand on Remi’s shoulder. “Thank you,” she said quietly. “You’re right.”
I took the lead as the girls followed me to Cason’s cell.
“Oh god,” Cason complained, rolling his eyes as he saw us. “Do yourselves a favor and leave now before you get hurt.”
I was used to pain by now, and I had a feeling that Remi and Aliana didn’t shy away from it, either.
“It was my father who told you about Jon, wasn’t it?” Aliana asked.
“I warned you.” Cason motioned with his hand as dteria swarmed around Aliana. But I grabbed his energy as he tried to throw her, and she didn’t go very far. Unfortunately, the pressure on my mind was too intense for me to really notice what happened afterward as I put my hands against my temples and began to heal through the pain.
It wasn’t until I was done that I noticed Remi’s jet of fire. Cason screamed as he fell away from the bars between us. He made a wall of dteria, pushing the fire back, but Remi just added more mana to her spell, the flames threatening to wrap around the wall of dteria as it started to disintegrate.
But then Remi collapsed, and her spell came to an end. She had pushed herself too hard.
Cason appeared furious as he picked Remi up from the ground. She made a choking sound as her hands went to her neck. I was about to act, but Aliana spoke before me.
“Release her or die,” she threatened, an arrow aimed at his chest. “Now!”
Cason didn’t drop Remi. I was just starting to physically pry away the cushiony energy from her neck when Aliana shot.
“No!” I yelled.
The arrow went deep into Cason’s chest, just to the side of his heart. He gasped as he fell backward.
He grabbed the arrow and pulled it out, his blood gushing. He looked down at his wound as if still in disbelief that Aliana had really shot him.
Then Cason put his hands over the wound, gritted his teeth, and groaned painfully as he healed himself.
Soon he was done, the sounds of everyone’s heavy breaths filling the air.
“That was a warning,” Aliana said as she readied another arrow. “And I have plenty more warnings with me.” She gestured at the quiver full of arrows near her hip.
Cason had a few choice words for Aliana, but it didn’t seem to rattle her as she waited with arms folded.
“That’s all?” she asked when he was finished. “I’ve heard a lot worse than that.”
“What the hell do you want!” Cason yelled.
“Answer my question,” Aliana demanded. “Was it my father who told you about Jon’s wide range of mana soon after all of us came to the castle?”
“I’m not going to say shit to any of you.”
Aliana very calmly loaded another arrow onto her bow. Cason seemed to think she was bluffing, his face registering no surprise even as she smoothly drew back the string and let go.
He gasped as the arrow struck him deep in his stomach. He cursed a few more times as he struggled to pull this arrow out, the pain too intense for him. He left it for a moment, shared a few more expletives, then really pulled hard.
It was a disgusting sight, watching Cason attempt to keep his innards from coming out with the arrow, but neither Aliana nor Remi seemed to mind as we all watched him finally extract the arrow and begin to heal himself.
“I still have many more warnings,” Aliana said.
“I’m going to kill you when I get out of here.” He spoke in such a cold and calculated way that I worried it might actually happen.
“Answer my question, or I’ll put the next arrow between your legs.”
I was a little surprised by Aliana. I had expected to do the questioning, but this seemed to be working far better. Cason didn’t seem like the kind of person who could be reasoned with, as most people would’ve started talking after the first arrow nearly killed them.
I had to admit it felt good to see Cason suffer.
After Aliana’s latest threat, Cason stood and casually held his hand near his belt in a protective manner. “You want the truth? Fine. It might help you see how hopeless this is for you. Yes, it was your father who told us everything we wanted to know about Jon and the others, and it was your mother who told him, because you told her.”
I didn’t know why, but I believed him. I asked, “Who cursed Pamela?”
“I don’t even know who that is.”
“She owns the magic shop Enchanted Devices.”
He smirked. “Oh yes. That was him.”
“Pearson?” I asked.
“He’s not done here,” Cason said. “Shoot me all you want; it won’t matter. I will be freed. I will take revenge.”
“Revenge?” Remi spat. “You talk about taking revenge against us when it’s you who attempts to destroy your own kingdom. You could’ve joined us. We could’ve fought Rohaer together. The king would’ve granted you land and riches, more power than you could ever achieve by going against us.”
“Power is not land and riches. Power is truth, and it is life. You choose death. I do not. Don’t make this into something it’s not. If I cared about land and riches, I would not be in this prison cell right now. It’s all of you who have joined Nykal Lennox so ignorantly, hoping for land and riches. Real power is the ability to take what you want from anyone who stands in your way, even if they are a king.”
“No man should have that kind of power,” Aliana said.
“This world isn’t built on ‘should.’ It was shaped by the conflicts between the demigods. Man is destined to fight. A victor is to be decided, and it’s not up to you or even me to stop that. It’s only up to us to choose life or death, power or weakness, mastery or servitude.”
“If you believe victory is your destiny,” I said, “why try to corrupt me with dteria? You clearly don’t think you need any other help.”
“Corrupt you? I could laugh. I used to feel bad for all of you because you chose the wrong side before you even knew what you were getting into, but now I can see it wouldn’t have mattered. You are all too stupid to choose life. I was trying to help you. I would’ve done the same for all the sorcerers, but you were the only one who came to the king without having chosen a magical art.”
So that’s all it was? It had nothing to do with my personality or potential. I was merely the only one who could be influenced with dteria, the only one who’d visited Pamela’s shop and met Greda, who’d helped me with an essence.
I didn’t know why I was disappointed. I supposed I had hoped there might be something about me Cason had sensed, something I was yet to discover.
“Who is the traitor in the castle?” I asked.
“Those who are loyal to me are the only ones who will know the truth. Not you.”
Aliana lifted her bow and readied an arrow. “Answer him.”
Cason looked at her aggressively.
Remi lifted her palms. “I will burn you again if you touch her with dteria.”
Cason’s shoulders relaxed. “Did Nykal send you here?”
“Nope,” Aliana answered casually. “We are here by our own free will and won’t be leaving until we are satisfied.”
“Shoot, burn, I don’t care. The only thing I’ll tell you is also the only thing you have to know. The demigods are real and more involved in this war than you seem to realize. There is no answer I can give you that will change your fate. The only reason I spoke at all is because I was bored, but now I’m getting tired of your ignorance. Leave me alone.”
He brushed his arm through the air, and all three of us were thrown sideways. Remi had her teeth showing as she started to march back after getting up, but I got my arm around her waist.
“There’s no point,” I said. “Making him suffer isn’t going to benefit us anymore.”
She stopped resisting, so I let her go.
I picked up Aliana’s quiver, which had come detached from her belt, and handed it to her.
There was one more thing I wanted to know that we hadn’t asked Cason, and I was sure he knew the answer. Why hadn’t Pearson killed anyone? If Cason had almost broken my neck, surely Pearson could’ve snapped the spine of many people. Instead, he just threw us out of his way.
Something was preventing him from killing us outright, though he did throw a couple of guards off the third-floor stairway in the keep, and one had died. Callie had mentioned the threat of Gourfist, but was that right? Cason wouldn’t tell me, though. He was done talking.
I thought of someone who seemed to know the most about this, the girl I wanted to speak with anyway.
“I’m going to look for my father’s cell,” Aliana stated on our way out.
“Aliana…” Remi put her hands on her hips. “I thought you agreed with me?”
“I do, but I can’t help it. I have to speak with him at least one time, and I’d like to do it alone. Please don’t tell the king. Please, as my friends.”
I was hesitant, mostly because of what I’d seen Aliana do to Cason. She still had her bow with her. She had proven that she was more than comfortable with using it to get what she wanted, and I didn’t think Luther could heal himself like Cason could.
“May I take your bow back up?” I offered.
She looked at the weapon in her hands as if she didn’t want to part with it, but eventually she handed it over.




CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Remi and I exited the dungeons. It was a short walk to the ground floor of the keep and then to the courtyard, but I stopped before opening the door. Remi had been quiet since we departed from Aliana. I still wasn’t sure if she, or any of my peers, could have plans to stab me in the back, but I couldn’t keep living every day pretending I didn’t care about these people. I did.
“Remi.”
I wasn’t sure what to say as she looked at me and waited. But I found understanding in her expression as she stared into my eyes.
“I know, Jon. I’m going to be fine. I mean, I am fine. I really am.” She sounded surer of herself by the time she finished.
“I’m very glad to hear that.”
“Thank you.”
I opened the door for her, then followed her into the courtyard. Kataleya and Michael were training on opposite sides of the large courtyard. Dust-filled gusts of wind encircled Michael as a dense wall of water hovered in front of Kataleya.
All of my peers had increased their mastery, but it didn’t seem as if any had learned a new magical art. I supposed it was rare to go from one to another instead of sticking with one and learning new spells in that same magical art, like Kataleya had done by learning Waterwall instead of Fire. But I didn’t have an option to learn another dvinia spell, as I had desired. Only one was known. I had been forced to learn how mana works first in order to figure out what else I might do with dvinia.
Now I knew how to catch myself. It would only be a matter of practicing.
Remi took her spot near the portcullis and made a large ball of fire, as if nothing was out of the ordinary. I made my way over to Kataleya, near the well. She let her spell of water fall into it as she noticed me. I thought she looked even more beautiful aglow from her sweat.
“Did you actually get him to talk?” she asked.
“Aliana and Remi did without any help from me. Most of it was expletives, however. Especially after Aliana shot him in the gut.”
Kataleya snorted, then covered her mouth. “He is alive still, yes?”
“Very much so, unfortunately. He did say one thing that was of interest. He basically admitted that Pearson was a demigod. Now I’m not completely sure he’s telling the truth, but from what we’ve seen, I think it could be possible.”
“And you came to me with this because…?”
“Because you’re the smartest person I know.”
She appeared shocked at first, but then she took the compliment with a smile. “Thank you. I didn’t know you felt that way.”
I feel a lot more than that. “I would normally disagree with someone who argues that the demigods are real when there is no proof to go on, but proof of their existence keeps showing up. I think it’s about time to stop pretending.”
I thought this would make her happy, as she’d always tried to convince us of the existence of these demigods in the past, but she held a frown as she looked down and away from me.
“I thought you would be pleased,” I said.
“I’ve never cared whether the demigods exist or not. The only reason I’ve argued for their existence is because my family believes it wholeheartedly. There are records, historical events, evidence that cannot be explained any other way. I’m not happy that they exist. They are extremely powerful, and their desires are mostly unknown to us. I’m scared of anyone or anything with those two attributes.”
I had misunderstood Kataleya. She didn’t strive for us to believe the demigods were real for reasons of pride, but because we needed to prepare.
“Who is Pearson really, Kat?”
“I would say he must be Valinox because Airinold has transformed into Gourfist, and the other demigods are women.”
“I was thinking the same thing. So what can we do about it?”
She let out a laugh that was mostly a sound of shock. “Jon, you handsome fool. Sometimes I think you are joking, but then I remember that it is not something you do often.”
I wasn’t sure if I was flattered or insulted. I decided to ignore both comments. “There must be something.”
“There is one thing, I suppose. We can hope to make contact with the demigods who seem to be on our side in this, Souriff and Failina. I have already expressed this opinion to Barrett, who told me he would speak with the king. There’s not much more we can do ourselves. Only train.”
“I bet you tend to be right about these things,” I said, though my ego was still a little hurt.
“I shouldn’t have called you a fool, Jon. You are steadfast, fixed, determined. That can make you inflexible and sometimes too quick to act, but you are brave. You always persevere.” She paused, though it seemed as if she had more to say as there was a twinkle in her eyes. “I think you might be the strongest person I’ve ever met.” She paused again and looked at me pointedly. “Yes, I do believe that to be true. But you are also quite easy to read, as I’ve mentioned.”
She patted my shoulder. “I think we could’ve made something beautiful between us if things were different, but you should let go of your feelings for me.” She kissed my cheek, then stepped back. Her blonde eyebrows lifted apologetically. “I can’t reciprocate them. I hope you will leave it at that.”
I was embarrassed. I had just begun to notice my feelings for her. I had wanted to express them, but I’d thought I’d mostly refrained.
“Could you at least tell me how you knew?” I asked.
“I didn’t actually know,” she said to my horror. “I’ve had a feeling for the last couple of days, but now you’ve given me the answer.”
All right, now I was really embarrassed. Seeing as how she wanted me to leave it alone, I just wanted to get away from this conversation as soon as possible.
Maybe I was better than I thought at letting a girl know I had feelings for her. Maybe it wasn’t so hard after all. I wished I could use that knowledge to make myself feel better—I could open my heart to someone else—but Kataleya’s quick wit just made me like her even more.
“I hope this won’t put a strain on our friendship” was all I could mutter.
“I won’t let it if you won’t.”
Sometimes I felt like Kataleya was too mature for the rest of us. Everything I’d gone through since my father passed made me feel older than I was. However, a few words from Kataleya could erase the fabricated years in my mind like a cold breeze could reveal a hole in a man’s trousers and erase his confidence.
Lost in my embarrassment, I just gave a quick bow and prepared to walk away, but she stifled a laugh as she curtsied in return, making me realize that this was not our common way of saying goodbye.
Strangely, it didn’t bother me. Probably because there was no way to make this any worse than it already was.
*****
I spent much of the rest of the day practicing and soon overcame my embarrassment. I tried not to look at Kataleya, as it only reminded me of our conversation, but one question kept circling my mind. Why couldn’t she reciprocate my feelings? She didn’t seem to want to give a reason. I feared that the truth might be an insult and that was why she hadn’t spoken it.
I couldn’t let myself ignore it and forget about her. I didn’t know why. I knew it would be better for me, but I just couldn’t do it. I didn’t want to. I couldn’t make myself want to.
I wondered about it all throughout lunch as I listened to the other boys guess what the king would do with Cason.
“The king is probably going to have him hanged eventually,” Reuben said.
“I don’t understand.” Charlie chewed while he was speaking, as usual. Even though we thought it bad manners, we had all gotten used to it. “Why doesn’t the king just kill him now?”
“Because he needs to stand trial publicly,” Reuben explained patiently.
Charlie seemed perplexed. “For what purpose? He’s guilty.”
“Actually, I agree with Charlie,” I said. “He’s too powerful to be kept alive, especially when we don’t know Pearson’s whereabouts or what he has planned.”
“Cason cannot escape.” Reuben gestured as he seemed to be lecturing us. “No matter how powerful he and Pearson are, there is no way out of a prison cell without us stopping him. He must stand trial even if he is guilty. The people need to see we have captured him. They need to witness what happens to men like Cason who commit high treason. They need to understand that we have everything under control.”
“I’m with Reuben,” Michael said. “I just hope he’s hanged sooner rather than later.”
They’d changed my mind. “I suppose I agree as well now.”
“Really, you’re not going to argue against me?” Reuben asked dubiously.
“There’s no shame in changing one’s mind when presented with evidence or a compelling argument. It’s called being reasonable.”
I noticed my biting tone after everyone fell silent and glanced at each other.
“Everything all right, Jon?” Michael asked.
I wished I was better at keeping things in. “Yeah,” I said, “just tired.” It was my common excuse, usually true as well. “Sorry, Reuben.”
For now, I wasn’t physically tired. I was just fed up with how nothing seemed to go our way, to go my way. We’d finally caught Cason, yet Pearson, an even greater threat, had escaped with the king’s coin. The dark mages were leaving, only to return with a much greater force. The beautiful Kataleya made it clear something would’ve happened between us, but only if things were different. Different how?
It was either that there was something about me she didn’t like, or there was something about my status, or my lack of it, that she didn’t approve of.
“I’m testing weapon enchantments with Eden now,” Charlie said proudly. “We’re beginning to enchant swords to make them more durable.”
“I’d really like Eden to make my sword more durable,” Michael jested.
Reuben rolled his eyes.
“What about leather, Charlie?” Michael asked seriously. “It’s more important that armor is made sturdier than our already durable steel swords.”
“Enchanting leather is too difficult. Metal would be easier, but it’s impractical.”
“Why is leather difficult to enchant?” Michael wondered
“Because vtalia is needed—life—to enchant something that was once living.”
“That doesn’t make sense,” Michael said. “What about all the animal parts that are used in enchantments? They were once living as well, yet not all enchantments require vtalia.”
“It’s not what’s being used that requires a certain spell, it’s what you’re enchanting,” Charlie explained. “If you were to, say, enchant an animal part—though I don’t see any reason why you would—that would require ordia and vtalia. Most enchantments are done to gems, though, earth. However, Eden has recently become strong enough to enchant metal as well, using mtalia.”
“I see, but she can’t melt metal like you can?” Michael asked.
“No, and I still don’t know why some of us are stronger with certain notes than others. She can’t track with earth like Aliana can, either.”
“It sounds like Eden has quite a wide range,” I commented.
“Yes, she is very impressive indeed,” Charlie said.
Michael sighed longingly, drawing gazes from all of us. “Oh, did I make a sound just now?”
“She’s not that beautiful, Michael,” Reuben said.
He gave Reuben a look as if Reuben had gone insane. “A woman’s beauty is more than the size of her chest, you should know.”
“It’s not just that.”
“Especially when her backside is so very ample.” Michael spoke in an eloquent tone, as if his comment wasn’t at all crude.
I wasn’t in much of a better mood by the time I returned to the courtyard. I tried not to pay attention to Kataleya, though I did find myself glancing over many times throughout the afternoon.
It was a little later in the day when she was already looking at me when I did it again. She was sitting on the side of the well, no water spell in the air. I looked away as soon as our gazes met, but I could feel her staring. I looked back to find her gesturing at the apartments.
It seemed like she was trying to signal me to go inside. I looked around at the others training, but no one seemed to notice. We were supposed to keep tabs on each other, but people regularly left for bathroom breaks. It would probably just look like that.
I was right to assume that Kataleya would not follow immediately. I had to wait near the stairs for a little while before she showed up.
“Can we speak privately?” she asked.
“Yes,” I said, figuring this was the explanation I had been hoping for.
I was a little surprised that she took my hand and pulled me up the stairs after her, quickly. She didn’t drop my hand as we came to the hall on the second floor. I followed her to her room, where she tried the handle tentatively as if it might be locked.
It was. “Darn. Can we speak in your room?”
I nodded.
My blood ran hot. I knew I was probably expecting more than I should, but there were few things I wanted more than having Kataleya alone in my room, especially as she didn’t seem to want to let go of my hand.
I unlocked my door, glad I was trusted enough by the king to retain my key. I opened it for Kataleya to enter first, then went after her.
She frowned at the sight of me closing the door, but she didn’t say anything.
“I feel bad about how I handled things earlier,” she said. “You should know that I think you’re handsome.”
“You do?” I said, a little surprised but completely flattered.
“Yes, very,” she added. “And I know I’m not alone in this thought. It was because of that fact that I figured you would be fine with my rejection, but I was watching you during lunch and after, and I think I was wrong. I think I may have hurt you. May I ask, how strong are your feelings for me?”
I felt like my shirt was choking my neck as I pulled it away from my throat. I knew it was best to be straightforward with her, but that didn’t make it any easier.
“I know this is uncomfortable,” she said. “But I think it would be better to get all of it out now so we can address it.”
I agreed, but I still found it hard to speak.
“I thought your desire was primarily because of my looks or maybe my wealth, as I’ve experienced with other boys,” she said.
“It’s not,” I answered her curtly, as I was still finding my bearings.
“Then what do you feel?”
“I don’t know if any girl has ever been this blunt with me.” I laughed nervously.  “It’s difficult to talk about. I’m not exactly sure. I feel many things.”
“You were the first one to be blunt, remember? I’m only trying to figure this out, and I of course trust you because you have been nothing but honest with me. I know you trust me, too.”
“I do.”
“Then let us address this bluntly so we can get past it.”
“Yes, let’s. You go first.”
“I want you to know that I’m flattered, and I really meant what I said. If things were different, I would’ve liked to see what might’ve happened with us.” She paused and looked down. “I’ve been attracted to you since the first time I saw you. I’ve never felt that way about anyone.”
I still couldn’t get over how honest and upfront she was about everything. She seemed to be nervous, her voice shaking, yet she kept going without pause.
“I’ve enjoyed getting to know you, and I like many things about you. However…” She paused again, clearing a knot from her throat. “I shouldn’t act on my attraction.”
I became more nervous now that it was my turn. This felt like one of those conversations that I might be able to steer in a different direction if I just had the right words, but I was still confused by it all.
Fortunately, she continued to disrupt the silence. “Our friendship could be difficult, seeing as how you might feel the same about me?” She stared at me, her eyes drifting down to my lips. “What do you have to say?”
I gathered my courage and spoke. “I’m still not sure why we can only be friends.”
She had a breath as if frustrated, then glanced at the door. “Perhaps this was a bad idea.” She turned back and told me with a quiet voice, “I don’t want for us to stay in here with your door closed for too long. I really hope you understand how difficult this is for me, because I do really like you. Do you understand what I’m saying? Can we leave it at that?”
No, I needed her to say the reason, but now she was heading for the door.
“Can I ask you just one thing?” I blurted, trying to contain my frustration.
She hesitated. “Yes, of course. I’m sorry.” She turned around to face me again.
“What is preventing you from letting me in? You can tell me.”
She sighed as she looked at the floor. “I was really hoping I had given you enough clues so I wouldn’t have to say it.”
“You wanted to be blunt. Let’s be blunt. I’m not saying we are destined to fall in love,” I continued. “But you seem to like me, and I like you—a lot. Now, I’m not as good with words as you are, but fortunately for me you seem to be quite intuitive. You know I’m interested in much more than your looks, and I certainly don’t care about your wealth. There are many things I like about you.” I was about to go on, but she stopped me.
“Yes, I’m aware of that now.” She had another sigh. “I think it was a mistake to open up to you, but it’s too late to change that now.”
It was a relief when she came back to stand with me near my bed, away from the door, though I did fear what she was about to say.
“I hope you don’t think less of me after this,” she said, “but my family has certain expectations of me. My family whom I love, and who love me.”
She was done? She looked at me expectantly. I wasn’t going to let her get away that easily.
“Are you saying that they expect you to be involved with someone like Reuben, not someone like me?”
“That’s an unfair way of putting it, Jon.”
“I’m not angry,” I clarified. “I’m just trying to understand the truth.”
“Are you sure you’re not angry? I hope now more than ever that you can still be honest with me.”
Again she was right. I was angry, and I hadn’t even let myself realize it. This made me even angrier.
“Hell, are you ever wrong? I never knew the truth could piss me off so much!”
Her infectious laughter broke my anger, though, forcing a laugh out of my throat as well.
The moment was fleeting.
I asked, “Are you really going to marry someone you dislike just because of your family’s expectations? It doesn’t seem like you.”
“Not all the nobles are like Reuben. Many behave like I do.”
I didn’t know how to respond to that. Maybe there was nothing I could do and should give up before I embarrassed myself further.
“Can I share something with you if you promise not to tell anyone?” Kataleya asked. “Not even the king? It will shed light on this situation.”
“I promise I won’t speak of it.”
“My family has had close ties with another family for years, and there has been considerable expectation that I would marry the male heir of that family. That changed, however, because of the recent rebellion. Everything was put on hold when Nykal needed help taking down Oquin and his army. When it was all done, and an opportunity to train as a sorcerer was presented to me, I convinced my family to allow me to pledge service to Nykal. They agreed because they thought I might meet a sorcerer of nobility here, like myself.”
“Someone like Reuben.”
“Yes.”
“So it wasn’t all that strange that he thought you two would end up together.”
“No, it would be stranger for two people in our position to end up apart, especially when both of our families have interest in each other.”
“All this time I had thought Reuben was delusional, arrogant beyond belief.”
“He’s still Reuben,” she reminded me. “I’m not interested in him, though I am glad to see his personality losing some of its edge. I’m not talking about Reuben, though. I’m getting to the secret part that you cannot share.”
She waited for me to nod.
“My family’s opinion recently changed back to how it was before, now that Nykal held my family in suspicion of treason. Unfortunately, things are currently moving in a direction that worries me.”
“Your family is losing loyalty to the king?”
“I wouldn’t say losing loyalty, but my father has been very hurt by the accusation, just as I was.”
“You’ve spoken with him?”
“Not for very long. It was during the arrest of Luther. My father was there. He knew the king had been spying on him. However, we are loyal,” she continued, “not just to the king but to good. We stand against dteria, as we always have. So we will always stand with Nykal. But my family is heavily opposed to creating a dynasty under his kingship now. They have returned focus to the original family I mentioned. Maybe you don’t know this, coming from a small town far north, but when someone like me marries, it is not just a marriage of two people but of two families. Finding the right man to wed isn’t solely up to me.”
“Do you even like the male heir of this family you would be married to?”
“Yes, so far I do,” she said to my disappointment. “We haven’t spent a large amount of time together, though our burgeoning relationship would come to a sudden end if I became involved with another boy.”
So it just wasn’t meant to be, no matter what I could do about it. There could be some relief in that, though I had to get past the sinking feeling in my chest first.
I would soon, I figured. My feelings were strong, but I had only come to realize them recently. I just needed to give myself time.
However, it was hard to picture losing my attraction to someone who I’d always thought was beautiful, even before finding out how much I liked her as a person and a friend…even before hearing that she thought me to be very handsome.
Yeah, this was going to be difficult, but I didn’t want to put a strain on her.
“I’m sorry, Jon.”
“It’s all right, I understand,” I said confidently. “I’ll be fine.”
“Oh?” she seemed a little confused, maybe even a little hurt at how quickly I might be able to get over her.
“You know, Kat,” I began, pausing to figure out how best to explain myself. She appeared worried as I went on. “You tend to take an upside down situation and turn it upright, for everyone to see what it really is, whether we want to or not.”
There was a pause before she spoke in a small voice. “Is that bad?”
“The opposite. I would’ve liked to build a relationship with someone like you, who has a talent for order in all this chaos, but I’ll be all right. Because I know you’ll still be in my life.”
She took my hands. “I think that’s the sweetest thing a boy has ever said to me.”
I showed my confusion. “I don’t know how that’s possible. There are many more wonderful things about you than that, and I figure you’ve met many boys who like you as much as I do.”
“You should stop. I’m starting to blush.”
I got the hint that she didn’t actually want me to stop, though, as she continued to look into my eyes and held my hands. The next words jumped out of my mouth.
“You’re beautiful, you train hard, and you’re somehow even more beautiful the more sweat you work up while training. I honestly don’t understand it.”
She laughed. “I think you’re actually being honest. You’re not just saying that?”
“You know me well enough by now to know I don’t just say things. I’m surprised it took this long for me to tell you how beautiful you are, because I’m not good at holding back my words.”
I noticed her gaze drifting down to my lips again. Her breaths became heavy as she suddenly appeared nervous. She put her hand on my cheek for a moment, only to drop it again.
She looked at the door, then at me again. Her cheeks were burning red.
My heart climbed toward my throat as my pulse increased.
I could feel that something was about to happen. I had not planned for any of it, my heart already on the verge of trying to give up. But as I realized there still might be a chance, my feelings came flooding back with twice the strength.
“Kat, you don’t have to go just yet. Nobody knows we’re here together.”
She bit her lip as she looked at me. I knew this was a moment I might always regret if I did not act.
My heart was beating so hard that I barely heard her speaking as I stepped up really close to her.
“I wish you weren’t so damn handso— ”
Her words were cut off, Kataleya’s lips rushing to meet mine.
My passion exploded through me as I cupped her back and pressed her into me. She fisted my shirt in her hands. I couldn’t believe the feeling of her lips, her body pushing against mine as if yearning for more.
But it only lasted a moment before she pulled away with a smack of our lips. She rushed toward the door of my room.
Horrified, I thought she might run out, but she turned the lock instead, stilling my heart.
Then she walked back toward me, yet went right past me as if I didn’t exist.
“Kataleya?” I asked breathlessly, my trousers heavy.
She threw the curtains closed at my window, then turned back with a fiery look in her eyes.
“This is a mistake,” she said as she slowly came toward me.
“Then stop,” I suggested as I took a step in her direction.
“I’m going to.” She came closer.
“When?” I asked.
We halted in front of each other.
“After you show me how beautiful I am to you.” She jumped up and wrapped her legs around me as she devoured my mouth.




CHAPTER THIRTY

When we were finally done, I gathered my clothes and stepped into my pants while Kataleya remained in my bed. She had my sheet pulled up to barely cover half of her bosom as she lay in exhaustion, her blonde hair matted against her face, her cheeks red from our passion. It was this sight that had lured me back into bed after the first time we’d both fallen over the edge.
“Don’t,” she said with a laugh, as she saw me looking. “I can’t handle anymore.” She blew out a breath as she fanned herself with her hands.
“All right,” I said, and started to slip my shirt over my head.
“Wait,” she said. “Let me have one more look.”
I stood and posed for her. She bit her lip seductively. I felt like she was exaggerating, but I appreciated the gesture nonetheless.
“You should really get back to the courtyard,” she said.
“You’re not coming?”
“I’ll be a little behind so people don’t see us returning together. Do you mind if I leave your door unlocked?”
“I can come back and lock it later.” I sat on the bed and took her hand. “When can we do this again?”
Her mouth twisted.
Uh oh.
“We can’t,” she said. “I thought you knew? We can’t ever speak of this, either. I don’t want word to reach my family, which it certainly would if Reuben found out.”
I pulled my hand back from her hold. “Even after what just happened, you’re still not interested in continuing this relationship?”
She sat up, pulling the sheet to keep herself covered. “Being with you was everything I’d hoped for and more, but it can’t ever happen again. I’m so sorry. Please understand.”
I was confused. I had done it many times with Joanne, but it had never felt like it did with Kataleya. But part of what made my heart soar during the incredible experience was thinking that she and I would be together afterward. I had seen the way she looked at me. I had heard the pleasure from her stifled moans. I had watched her enthusiasm build as she edged closer and closer to satisfaction, encouraging me not to stop. My heart fluttered just remembering those moments.
I didn’t know how she could deny her feelings for me. I couldn’t do the same for her, especially now. She was even more beautiful than I had realized, with a sharp curve of her waist accentuated by her shapely bosom that drove me mad. We’d moved together as if there was no better way it could’ve happened. I couldn’t imagine never doing this again, never seeing her in my bed again, never being this close to her again.
I stood up from the bed. It was as if my heart couldn’t decide to fill my body with rage or sadness, so a mixture of both flowed through me.
“Jon,” she said, probably sensing my feelings. She was too damn intuitive, or perhaps I was just too damn obvious.
“It’s fine,” I choked out and started toward the door.
“Jon, wait.”
“Is there anything I can say that might change your mind?”
She stared at me for a long while before finally shaking her head.
“Then I should go. Don’t worry, I will pretend it never happened.”
“Jon.”
I turned as I reached for the door.
“It was so incredible,” she said. “It did happen, and…it was just so incredible.”
I rushed back and crouched beside the bed, taking her hand. “I know it was. So why not continue this?”
A tear fell down her cheek. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “My family. We can’t continue because it’s too risky that people will find out, and…”
“And you won’t ever be able to marry this other man.”
She nodded, a few more tears escaping.
I was done. She was choosing someone else. I went for the door.
“Jon, I really am so, so sorry. I thought you knew where things stood going into this.”
I stopped with my hand on the doorknob. I took my time to choose my words carefully.
“The only thing I knew was that no one has ever made me feel like you made me feel, and I had stupidly thought I did the same for you.”
I opened my door and closed it after myself without turning around.
I had best start trying to forget about Kat, or a lot of pain would be ahead.
I needed to get back to training.
*****
I didn’t see Kataleya for a couple hours. I eventually began to worry a little, and I needed to lock the door to my room anyway, so I went back to make sure she wasn’t still there.
My room was empty, my bed made up nicely. There was little evidence that anything had occurred. I figured Kataleya was just avoiding me by not returning to the courtyard to train. I was glad for it. I wanted to avoid her as well.
But more than that, I wanted to see her. I couldn’t help it. Even if it hurt, I very much wanted to see her again.
*****
Fortunately, my training went well that day. I practiced enough to create a strong wall of dvinia that I could push against my body without my mana wanting to break apart. I was still far from adding G to the spell and grabbing myself with the energy, but I was closer to catching myself if I was to be thrown in the air by Pearson again.
I was just starting to create the wall horizontally, at knee level, and building up the courage to jump on it when Leon’s voice surprised me.
“Jon, you’re leaving the castle with me.”
“What?” I let my energy disperse into the air. I hadn’t seen Leon for days. “Where are we going?”
“The king is going to have to impose a crisis tax. We need to start spreading the word, get people used to the idea. There’s no better way to do that than healing them free of charge. I have a gold coin with the healer’s name on it in exchange for the business we cost him. We might be doing this more often as we wait for news from Rohaer, so you’d better get used to it. After we’re done, you’re helping me carry back a few things. The king is hosting a celebration tonight.”
This was too much too fast. “A celebration?”
“We don’t have time to waste. Do you have everything you need? I’ll tell you more on the way.”
I took a moment to think. “Do I need anything?”
“You tell me. You’ll be healing for at least a few hours. Yes, Aliana?”
I looked over my shoulder to see Aliana close behind me. I hadn’t heard her approaching.
“Did I hear you’re going to the healer where my mother works?”
“Come if you like,” Leon said. “Just don’t get in the way.”
“How would I get in the way?”
“I don’t know, just don’t. Are you both ready to go?”
All I could think about was the passion I had shared with Kataleya in my bedroom earlier. She still wasn’t in the courtyard. Definitely avoiding me.
Stop worrying about being with her. There’s nothing there to worry about.
“Should I bring my bow in case we encounter problems?” Aliana asked.
“Seeing as how it’s your only weapon, what do you think?”
Aliana didn’t reply as she walked away from us to retrieve her bow near the target where she’d left it.
“Well?” Leon asked me.
“Do you expect me to bring my sword?”
“What do you think?”
I honestly didn’t know. Perhaps the answer would have something to do with why the king was hosting a celebration. Was the immediate threat against us over? Then I wouldn’t need my sword.
“Looks like you’re back to your usual self,” I said over my shoulder as I went for my sword.
“I’m still recovering,” Leon replied loudly enough for everyone in the courtyard to hear. “By the way, no one asked me how I was. I think I’m insulted!”
I went into the apartments, strapped my sheathed sword to my belt, and returned.
He was still shouting when I returned. “Punishments might be in order if none of you learn to care about your instructors!”
“Oh we care,” Eden said as she leaned against the wall near the great hall. “I tell Jennava all the time that she’s doing great work.”
“Enough of that, Eden,” Jennava said from within the great hall.
I noticed Kataleya near her, our eyes meeting for a beat, but I quickly looked away as I returned to Leon and Aliana in the center of the courtyard.
“Jenn, you’ll watch over the sorcelings while I’m gone?” he yelled right near my ear.
“I thought we agreed you would stop making up words,” she yelled back with a grin.
“If I use it and you understand it, it’s a real word.”
“I’m so glad you’re finally out of bed,” she said sarcastically.
Soon Aliana and I were following Leon out of the castle. The drawbridge remained open behind us, another good sign.
“What’s the celebration about?” I asked.
“Pearson has left for Rohaer. With Cason and Luther captured, we’ll have peace for a while. We no longer have to fight the dark mages. They are gone.”
“With the king’s money,” I said.
“He will get more money.”
I’d never known Leon to be optimistic about anything, but I could contain my doubtful thoughts for now, as they didn’t seem to be helping.
“When is he imposing the crisis tax?” Aliana asked.
“Probably after he receives confirmation of Rohaer marching our way. It’s a long road between the kingdoms. Or maybe he has something up his sleeve that will stop them from leaving their territory at all. I don’t know. It’s not my job to find out.”
Speaking of something up his sleeve, hosting a premature celebration didn’t seem like the king at all.
“How do we know that Pearson has left?” I asked.
“Because he’s been seen by your Eslenda, Jon. You trust her, don’t you?”
“She reported it?”
“Yup, just a short time ago.”
“What else did she say about it? And why didn’t I see her?”
“Hell if I know. She walked right through the courtyard.”
“You were gone for a while,” Aliana told me with some curiosity to her gaze. “She came through and left quickly.”
I swallowed. “Oh” was all I could say, as I waited to see if Aliana would mention Kataleya’s absence as well.
I could feel Aliana studying me, but I pretended not to notice as I tried to relax my face and look ahead.
We drew looks from about half the people we passed on the crowded street. There were all kinds of expressions worn by the faces of the people we wanted to protect. Aliana’s bow drew most of the focus, the large weapon strapped to her back. Or perhaps it was Aliana’s beauty that stole the gazes of many men, but it would’ve been concerning if all were curious about more than her bow, as most were much older than her.
It felt like a lifetime ago when I had first met her and thought her to be strikingly beautiful. I had quickly changed my mind after her attitude toward me had come out with what had felt to me like aggression.
Kataleya was different. Her grace and charm had taken time for me to notice, but my attraction to her had only grown the more I’d gotten to know her. Flashes of our passion, of the curves of her body, came to mind with heat through my chest. I remembered the sounds of her moans, the way her bright eyes focused on my face, then rolled back in her head. But most of all I remembered the way she felt, all of her, her lips on mine, her bosom in my hands, and our bodies connected.
Here I was thinking about her again, this time so intensely that I started to lose my breath. I felt a short panic as I realized Aliana was staring at me. I could see on her face that she knew something was amiss, and she was just waiting for Leon to part from us so she could ask.
I wanted to divulge the truth. I wanted to ruin every possible chance Kataleya might have with this rich boy. But then what? What would happen after she found out I had betrayed her trust? It wasn’t like she would fall lovingly into my arms. No, she would hate me for it.
It was just my heart thinking for me again. I didn’t want to hurt her, even if she had hurt me. There was no purpose behind it.
At least I had the memory. I felt myself smiling a little the more I thought about it. I was lucky to have experienced what I did. I’m sure there would be many men who would be jealous of my position.
But it didn’t help for long. Damn, it was going to be hard to let go of her.
Before I knew it, we were about to arrive at the place where Aliana’s mother worked as an assistant to a healer. Finally, memories that didn’t involve Kataleya flashed through my mind, specifically the man with the horrible gas. I made sure to replace that thought with something more pleasant, the way Greda and her mother had held each other and wept with relief after I had removed Pamela’s curse.
I finally felt both corners of my mouth lift with another smile. It was just a few hours ago, after Kataleya had denied me, that I couldn’t picture myself smiling ever again. But I could let go of her. I had let go of my father, and that was immeasurably harder.
“Jon,” Leon told me. “Let’s have a quick look around for any threats.”
“I thought you said these kinds of threats are done.”
“No, I said the king said they were. It’s better to be safe. Go that way, a wide sweep. Look for anything suspicious.”




CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

I followed Leon’s instruction. This wasn’t a particularly busy street, so it was pretty easy to tell that there were no people spying on us. There was still plenty of light left in the afternoon, and I didn’t see any place that an archer or especially a dark mage could be hiding.
As I went down the street, I found myself wondering about the details of Eslenda witnessing Pearson’s travels. She was the most powerful sorcerer I knew, and yet it seemed that even she did not want to engage in combat with Pearson. Perhaps she had seen him accompanied by a great number of dark mages and that was the reason? Or perhaps she knew that even she wasn’t strong enough to face him alone.
Leon and I met back outside the small two-room building of the healer, Quincy, an older gentleman who’d hired Aliana’s mother as his assistant some time ago. Gwen looked much better than the last time I’d seen her, when she had been trapped for three days in a basement. She looked as if she had gotten over the distress from that event, smiling happily when we entered, mostly at Leon.
“Gwen Forrester, you look lovelier than ever,” he said.
Aliana made a sour face, but her mother flashed her teeth. “Thank you, Leon. You look well, of course.”
Now Aliana seemed confused.
“I heard about what happened during Luther’s arrest,” Gwen continued, not taking her gaze away from Leon.
I reintroduced myself to Quincy. He shook my hand with a concerned expression. I couldn’t pay attention to the other conversation going on as I told Quincy, “We’re not going to be taking any of your business. In fact, Leon has brought a gold coin from the king for you.”
His eyes lit up. “For what purpose exactly?”
“I will be healing, like last time, but probably for a longer period of time. We don’t want to charge any of the people who need assistance, so the gold coin is to pay you for the business you miss.”
“That is very generous of his majesty. Please thank him for me.”
I nodded as I returned my focus to Leon and Gwen. Aliana seemed even more perplexed by now as she stared at the two of them.
“So he’s hosting a celebration,” Leon was saying. “I’m not from around here, though. I was born in Tryn. I was wondering if you might show me around a bit? The king has asked me to pick up a few things, and I’m not exactly sure where I can get all of them.” Leon slapped my back. “Jon here can handle anyone who needs assistance. Healer, you are free to go as well. The king has given me a gold coin to give to you.”
“Yes, Jon explained it.”
“Did he? Good lad.” Leon pulled the gold coin out of his pocket and placed it in Quincy’s hand.
“I would be happy to show you around if I’ll still have time to speak with Aliana after,” Gwen told Leon.
“We won’t be long. You’ll have plenty of time to catch up afterward.”
“Are you sure?” Gwen asked.
“I guarantee it,” Leon said, then offered his arm.
“All right,” Gwen said as she happily slid her arm around the nook of Leon’s. “Do you mind if we speak a little later, Ali?”
Aliana was frozen with a gaping mouth. Eventually, she shook her head, and soon they were headed out.
I was a little surprised, not by Gwen’s obvious infatuation with my instructor but with her treatment toward her daughter.
“I’ll be back in a couple of hours,” Quincy said, fisting the gold coin as he left just as happily as Leon and Gwen had.
Aliana looked at me as if this was somehow my fault. I didn’t know what to say.
“What was that?” she asked.
“What do you mean, exactly?”
“I have never seen my mother act that way around anyone, and I have only told her terrible things about Leon. It doesn’t make any sense. Were they like that when you came here with Leon last time?”
“Uh.”
“Tell me the truth, Jon. Were they like that or not?” She sounded angrier.
“They were like that,” I told her deadpan.
“Why didn’t you tell me earlier?”
“I thought about it, to be honest, but I wasn’t sure it would make a difference. I had a feeling you wouldn’t approve, so I tried to talk Leon out of…um…it.” I didn’t know how to phrase “it,” whatever “it” was. That required thinking more about it, which I didn’t want to do.
“Did they spend any time alone last—?” She stopped as someone entered.
It was just a small boy, seven or eight years old. He glanced around quickly as he coughed violently, covering his mouth a little too late. He shot a nervous look at Aliana, then at me for just a moment before he ran out.
“Wait!” Aliana said as she ran after him.
He turned, a scared expression on his face, but as he looked her over he seemed to relax somewhat.
She crouched in front of him. “Did you come because you need help?”
He nodded, then sucked in a large breath and turned away from her and coughed again. It sounded pretty bad, the boy doubling over as if he might retch. Aliana put her hand on his back and showed me a look of pain.
“It hurts a lot,” the child said with tears burgeoning.
I motioned for her to bring the boy back inside.
“I want you to meet Jon,” she told the boy in a sweet tone. “He’s going to make you feel better. I promise.”
“Is it going to hurt?” the boy asked in a small voice.
“No,” she answered quickly, but then she saw me shaking my head at her.
It was going to hurt. All healing hurt.
Aliana gritted her teeth as she realized her mistake. I wasn’t sure how to correct it, but she crouched in front of the boy again as she seemed to be searching for the right words.
“Where is your mother?” she asked.
“Working,” he said, then held up a few pennies. “This is all we have. Is it enough?”
She closed his hand over the coins. “It’s not going to cost anything.”
“Really?”
“Really,” Aliana confirmed.
He pocketed them with a show of relief.
I crouched in front of the boy. “My name is Jon, like Aliana said. I’m the one who’s going to heal you.”
“Can she do it?” he asked as he pointed.
“I know she’s a lot prettier than I am, but unfortunately only I can heal you. I promise I’m going to get rid of that cough, though. You won’t feel bad anymore.”
“All right,” he said shyly.
Aliana smiled at me as she stood up and put her hand on the boy’s shoulder. She offered her other hand in front of him. “Do you want to hold my hand? It might feel a little strange while he’s healing you, but it will be over very quickly.”
He squeezed her hand.
I placed one palm on the boy’s back and the other on his chest as I closed my eyes and let my mana flow through him.
I found his sickness, a severe infestation of something in his lungs.
I would have to warn the boy so he wouldn’t try to run while I was healing him. I knelt down in front of him again.
“It turns out that you are quite sick, but I will get rid of it completely. It’s not going to feel good as I’m getting rid of it, but I promise it will be fast and you will be all better after.”
“Do you have to?”
“It’s only going to get worse if I don’t, even with medicine.”
“Are you sure I will feel better after?”
“I’m completely sure you will feel completely better.”
He looked at Aliana.
“Jon is the best healer in the whole world,” she said. “Both of us are sorcerers of the king. We have come out of the castle to help adults and children like you. That is why we don’t charge any coin.”
“Wow. You work for the king?” He turned and coughed so hard it threw his light hair out of place.
“We do,” I confirmed when he was done. “You will be able to run to your mother and tell her this without coughing as soon as I’m done. Make sure you let her know that the king’s healer has cured you for free. All we ask in return is that she tell others.”
“The king wants people to know that he loves them,” Aliana explained. “Do you understand?”
“Completely,” he said, imitating me from earlier.
“Are you ready to be brave?” she asked.
He squeezed her hand. “I’m ready.”
I put my hands on his back and chest again, then I healed.
It was a fierce battle, my mana purging his lungs of the illness. The boy groaned and squirmed.
“Squeeze my hand harder if it helps,” Aliana said.
He whimpered as if he might start crying, but I didn’t need much longer. Although it was a severe illness, there wasn’t much of it throughout his small body.
“Done,” I said.
“You did so well!” Aliana cheered the boy.
He smiled proudly as he had a few breaths of relief. “I do feel better!”
“What are you going to tell your mother?” Aliana asked.
“I will say the king’s sorcerers healed me for free because the king loves his people.”
“Very good. Run off and tell her now.”
Aliana turned to me after we watched him rush out with a happy grin. She stepped toward me and wrapped her arms around my torso in a hug.
“What’s this for?” I asked, confused.
“I’m thanking you,” she said as she squeezed tighter.
I brought my hands up tentatively to return the embrace. Just when I was starting to find comfort in her gesture of gratitude, she stepped back.
“My mother and I tried to treat a boy who had a cough like that. It only got worse no matter what we gave him. Eventually, he stopped showing up, and I found out later that he had died.” Her eyes glistened. “I don’t know if Quincy would’ve been able to treat the boy’s sickness. Probably not, seeing as how he only had two bits for payment. You should be here healing every day, Jon.”
“That’s exactly what I thought the last time I was here, but then Leon and I were attacked on our way back. Now that we’re safe, though, I imagine I’m going to be spending a lot more time healing.”
“I’m glad to hear that.”
Aliana sat on the stool in the small room. There wasn’t much in here, just the stool, two chairs, and a tall table with a quill and ink beside a ledger. It was the back room where most everything was stored, with no door, only a closed curtain.
I knew the chances were just about insignificant, but I had to check to make sure no one was hiding back there waiting to ambush us. I drew back the curtain.
The back room was a little larger, many jars containing a variety of herbs sitting on shelves. There were also a few cabinets and some loose parchment lying around on top of them. It looked a little messy to me, but Aliana seemed to be completely distraught as she gasped at the sight of it.
“My mother is so lazy sometimes!” She went into the room and started organizing the jars.
I watched her for a little while as I waited for another patient. I didn’t know enough about what was inside the jars to understand why she put certain ones near others, but I liked observed her slowly matching similar things together. It had a calming effect.
“She’s always been this way,” Aliana told me, suddenly stopping to look out over her shoulder and make sure her mother wasn’t there. “Never organizing anything, even when it’s her job.”
“Is this about Leon?” I asked.
“I don’t know why I’m surprised! I came here to speak with her about my father, but I think she’s avoiding the topic. I’d pleaded to know more about him over the years. It would’ve helped everyone if she’d listened to me.”
It was very strange to hear anyone speak about their mother in this way. Aliana’s relationship with Gwen was vastly different than mine had been with my father. I figured I couldn’t hope to understand it. I could only trust that Aliana was right and support my friend.
“Is there something I can do?”
“No.” She stopped shifting the jars around and picked up one of the loose parchments for a look. Then she opened one of the cabinets and browsed through it as if looking for a good spot for the parchment. “You should focus only on healing.”
I went back and sat on the stool. A woman entered right away. I stood and greeted her.
“Is something wrong?” I asked. She looked healthy to me.
“Are you the healer?” she asked incredulously. She looked to be in her forties.
“Yes, the two of us are sorcerers of the king.” I gestured at Aliana, who bowed her head from the other room, a jar in each hand.
“Oh, I can’t afford a sorcerer. I just wanted to speak to a healer about something.”
“The king has sent us here to help free of charge,” Aliana said.
Now the woman seemed in even more disbelief.
“It’s true,” I said. “He wants the people to know how much he cares about them and that he’s doing everything he can to protect them.”
“Are there attacks coming?” asked the woman.
“There might be,” I told her honestly. It would help people prepare for the crisis tax.
“So that’s it. He’s taxing the people who are healed, I’ll bet.”
“No, there are many sorcerers like us who will be performing services for the people of Lycast. Everyone will be taxed if it is required, and it will only be required if an army marches into our territory with intent to destroy.”
“I paid my fair share of taxes already for the year. I’m not going to pay anymore. I don’t even see what my money is needed for with the dark mages still running around doing whatever they want. I’ll bet my coin goes toward your nice clothing.”
I didn’t think my shirt and pants were that nice. They just weren’t tattered like much of my old clothing was.
I was starting to see why a public trial for Cason was necessary, even if it was risky.
“The leader of the dark mages has been captured. The rest of them have fled. Your coin has gone toward protecting this kingdom in more ways than one.”
“I don’t like your attitude. I’ll gladly take my business elsewhere, where they don’t threaten me with taxes.”
“I think there’s been a misunderstanding,” I started to say.
“Jon, let her go,” Aliana told me as she walked over. “She’s obviously not going to listen to you.”
The woman lifted her nose as she turned on her heels to leave.
“Wait,” I said, thinking I could fix this. “I think if I explained everything more clearly, you might see that there’s no reason to turn down free healing.”
“You were quite clear,” she said with a biting tone. “I’m not giving anything to this king unless he comes and asks for it himself.”
That wasn’t going to work out well for this woman.
“We—”
Aliana put her hand on my shoulder as I started to object. “Just let her go,” she said.
It was difficult, but I gave up trying to stop the woman.
“Some people are too stupid for their own good,” Aliana explained. “I’ve seen it all the time. They come in and argue about what they think is wrong with them even when shown evidence against their belief. Others refuse to keep taking any medicine we give them because it hasn’t worked yet. Some go so far as to demand a refund. My mother and I have had to get the guards involved a number of times because these people think they know better.”
“I’m surprised they don’t want to listen to someone who clearly knows more than they do.”
“You shouldn’t be so surprised.” Aliana sat on one of the chairs. “Remember how I told you that someone set fire to our home and place of business during the night?”
“Of course. I’m not going to forget that ever. You told me that you strongly believe it was one of the men who tried and failed to court your mother.”
“Yeah, there was one man in particular who I didn’t mention before. I’m almost sure it was him. He made up symptoms of pain. He wanted my mother to rub ointment on him. It took a few argumentative visits before she banned him from our business and said she would fetch the guards if she saw him again. It was that night that our house caught fire. My point is that some people live in their own world, Jon. I’m guessing it’s different where you come from, but here, they can be dangerous. I’m not saying that woman is going to burn down our place of business, but it’s best not to try to change their mind or they’ll just bring you down to their level with their inane arguments.”
“It is different where I come from,” I realized. “Someone like that in Bhode would be outcast. We didn’t have city guards, so we relied on each other. People spoke to my father if they needed someone to step in during a quarrel. They knew he used to be a guard in Tryn.”
“I’m sorry he’s not still around,” Aliana said. “He sounds like a much better man than my father.”
“And I’m sorry about your father’s behavior.”
I hinted that I was curious about the conversation between her and Luther, but she didn’t speak of it as she looked away from me.
“Are you all right to handle whoever comes in? I’m going to set my mind on fixing up the back room before my mother comes back. I want to finish it before we might argue.”
“Sure, I’ll be fine.”
“Just remember that you can’t heal everyone, and I mean that in more ways than one.”
“I’ll keep that in mind.”
A couple others came in, one with a scratch that seemed to be getting infected, and someone else with a literal pain in their neck. It was easy to heal their issues, but the man with the pain in his neck wanted to know what was causing it. Apparently, it had come and gone for several years now.
Aliana spoke with him as I treated someone else who was in a considerable amount of pain from a dislocated finger. I finished with that man before Aliana helped the other come to the conclusion that it was the way he was sleeping. She gave him some advice, recommending he sleep so that his neck was close to straight. It seemed obvious to me, but the man was thankful for the advice, probably because it was free.
We made sure to mention that we were the king’s sorcerers to each of these people, and we did get around to discussing the upcoming tax. Fortunately, these three were much more receptive to it than the others. All of them had a story to share of someone they knew who’d encountered a dark mage.
Aliana was in the back room with the curtain closed when a friend of mine came in.
“Jon!” Greda said with an excited clasp of her hands. “I was hoping I might find you here again one day.”
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I thought our embrace would be quick, but she clung to me quite tightly.
“It’s so good to see you!” she said.
“It’s good to see you, too. I hope your mother is doing well.”
“She is. I have come back here many times looking for you. Did Quincy tell you?”
“He didn’t. Is everything all right?”
“Yes, never better. I really can’t thank you enough.”
“Oh, I’m happy to help.”
Greda had a cute face, with light blonde hair and an infectious smile. I didn’t know exactly how old she was, but she didn’t seem much younger than me.
“I was worried the king might have you doing something dangerous,” she said.
“He did for a time,” I replied. “But I think things will calm down for a while now. That’s why I’m able to return here to heal, but I should also mention that there might be a crisis tax in the near future. It all depends on the movement of Rohaer’s army.”
“That is grave news. Will you be in danger?”
Me? I didn’t understand why she wasn’t more concerned about herself or the tax I mentioned.
“No, uh, I’m sure I’ll be fine.”
“Oh, because you’ll stay out of the fight to heal others?”
“No, I’m sure I’ll fight if needed.”
“So you will be in danger.”
“I’m sure I’ll be fine,” I repeated. “The king has us training rigorously.”
She seemed overly concerned as her light eyebrows bent down.
“Really, Greda. Don’t worry about me.”
“All right, well…” She seemed to grow nervous as she looked down for a breath. “I’ve wanted to ask you something for a while now. Would you like to, uh, take a walk with me when you are done here?” She looked up with a worried expression.
“A walk?”
She nodded.
“You need me to go somewhere with you?”
“Uh, no, it’s not that.”
I suddenly noticed Leon covertly listening from outside, as he gave a quick peek around the doorway.
Greda continued, “A walk, you know…with me? Are you interested?”
Seeing how nervous she appeared, I finally got the idea that this was her way of showing her romantic interest in me.
“Oh,” I exclaimed in shock.
She smiled brightly.
I tried to think of an answer. I wanted to say yes, because it was clearly important to her, but I couldn’t stop thinking about Kataleya.
I looked Greda over a little more carefully. I had always been so busy whenever we’d met that I’d never taken the time to really see her. She was short and cute, and always friendly even after Reuben had been rude to her when we’d first met in her shop. She seemed genuinely caring, but she also did appear younger than Kataleya, as I looked more carefully. She might be sixteen, for all I knew.
Wondering her age made me realize that I didn’t know her very well, and I didn’t think she knew me very well, either. Had I time to spare, and had my heart been open, I would’ve gladly strolled around the city with her as we got to know each other, but I just wasn’t in a good place right now.
How was I supposed to tell her without hurting her? It didn’t help that Leon was openly staring at me with folded arms, now giving me a look as if I was stupid. There was a large sack of something sitting on the ground beside him.
“I think you’re really cute, Greda, but I just can’t give you the time that you deserve right now. I’m not in the right place.”
“Oh.” She looked down. “I understand. Take care,” she told the floor.
I wanted to apologize, but she was already heading out, Leon stepping out of her way.
“Take care,” I repeated as she disappeared.
“You’re dumber than you look!” Leon said, hauling the sack inside. An assortment of things clattered within as he set it down rather roughly.
“I’d rather not hear it from you,” I said, gesturing at the closed curtain and hoping he would get my hint that Aliana was listening to everything.
“What’s wrong with you? She’s cute. You even admitted it yourself.”
“Now’s just not the right time,” I said, hoping someone would come in who needed healing. Of course, no one did.
“You need to learn how to relax. From the moment I met you, all you’ve cared about is training and working. Don’t you know how to take some time for yourself? Not only is she cute, but, surprisingly, she likes you! Airinold’s taint, what if you went for a little walk and made her happy? But no, it’s not the right time. There’s never a right time. You have to take the chance when it comes.”
“I’m just not interested in her. Can you please drop it?”
Leon leaned close to my face as if looking for something.
“What are you doing?” I leaned away. “Stop that.”
“Your heart’s set on someone else.”
“Why do you even care about any of this?”
“What do you mean why? Can’t I be interested in your well-being?”
“I’d rather we stick to conversations about the magical arts and nothing else.”
“Fine, fine.” Leon pulled open the curtain to the back room, but he stopped in shock as he saw Aliana facing him with a nervous look. “Aliana? You shouldn’t eavesdrop. It’s unbecoming.”
“Am I supposed to cover my ears? You talk loudly enough for the whole street to hear you!”
“Never mind. Did your mother return yet?”
“She was with you last.”
“We separated to pick up a few things. She said she would meet us back here.”
Aliana put her hands on her hips. “Why are you so interested in my mother?”
“We have something to discuss.”
“What could you possibly discuss with her?”
“For one thing, dinner.”
“Yuck. Please don’t.”
“Don’t what?”
Incredibly uncomfortable, I walked out into the street hoping someone might want free healing. The street was completely empty, and I could hear Aliana and Leon even from out here.
“Don’t do what you’re doing,” Aliana told him.
“I’m just enjoying her company.”
“Well, don’t!” Her voice was verging on shouting.
Leon matched her level. “She’s enjoying mine as well!”
“Please, please just stop talking about this, and stop talking to her.”
“What is so wrong?”
“Because she’s my mother!”
“You’d rather some other man treat her to a nice dinner?”
“Yes, actually. Any other man.”
“Aliana, I’m insulted.”
“That’s fine with me.”
I thought about walking away as I listened from outside, but I had to admit I was a little curious how this was going to end.
“You’re actually serious?” Leon asked.
“I am.”
“Fine, I will not pursue her if it’s so terrible for you.”
“Good.”
There was a silence. Figuring it was over, I went back in and sat on the stool near the entrance. Aliana had returned to organizing the back room. Leon started to leave, but he turned around.
“You’re being very childish about this.”
“I’m fine with that also,” Aliana said as she rearranged more jars.
Leon returned to the front of the small building. He paced around, looking at Aliana. I didn’t know if I’d ever seen him at a loss for words.
Eventually he stormed out.
I heard Gwen’s voice from right outside. “Leon, you’re leaving?”
“Yes, I must be going. I apologize.”
“I do hope I will see you again soon.”
I met eyes with Aliana, who was walking out of the back room to listen.
“Unfortunately, that is unlikely,” we heard Leon say. “I don’t think I will be able to return.”
“Oh,” she replied sadly. “Did something happen?”
“No, I…well, yes. But I can’t discuss it. I’m sorry, Gwen. I’ve enjoyed our time together.”
Leon re-entered. “Jon, I almost forgot. Take that sack back to the castle when you’re done here. Make sure it’s before supper. I have to pick up a few other things.”
“All right.”
Leon went toward Gwen as she stared at him with a hopeful look. Aliana came out to watch as Leon took Gwen’s hands.
“Goodbye.”
“Goodbye,” she replied.
As Leon walked away, a tense moment passed before Gwen turned to her daughter.
“Did you say something to him?”
“Of course I did. He’s abrasive, annoying, and doesn’t give a shit about anyone but himself.”
“Language, Ali!”
“I can’t believe you’re angry at me. I should be the one who’s angry. How much have I complained about Leon to you? Did you tell father everything I shared about Leon as well, or only the parts that might get me and my friends killed?”
Gwen had her hand over her chest, hurt evident in her eyes. An old lady entered with a severe hunch. She appeared a little nervous to step into the tense atmosphere.
“Am I at the right place?” she asked.
“Yes,” I answered and turned to the mother and daughter, who couldn’t seem to let go of their anger as they glared at each other. “Perhaps you two would like to speak elsewhere?” I offered.
“Come on,” Aliana said.
Gwen followed her out.
The old lady looked as if she might fall over if her cane was taken from her. I brought a chair over.
“Thank you.” She squinted as she looked at my face. “Oh, you are much too young to be the healer.”
“I am.”
I offered her the same explanation that had become practiced by now. I was a sorcerer of the king. He loves his people. Taxes coming. She took it with skepticism, arguing that I couldn’t possibly have the skills of a real healer, but her attitude was completely changed after I put my hands on her back and let my spell do its work.
The moment she was done groaning in pain, she started to straighten out.
“Oh. Ohhh.” She appeared years younger as she stood up without the cane and twisted from one side to another. “My goodness. Thank you, young man. You must let me pay you something for this.”
She took out her tiny coin purse.
“I don’t need any coin, madam. I’m happy to help, and the king prefers it this way. Just make sure to tell others.”
“I will.” She started to walk out.
“Wait, wouldn’t you like me to heal the rest of your aching joints?” I had felt that a great deal of work was needed just from the quick moment my hand had been on her back.
She looked at me as if I’d just told her I would buy her a house.
“You can really do that?” she asked carefully, as if the wrong words might make it untrue.
“I can, and I’m happy to,” I repeated.
“My goodness.”
*****
Aliana and her mother didn’t return for a long time. Quincy did, the healer coming by just to see how much longer I would be. There were a few other errands he’d been putting off until he had more time and more coin, which the king had provided to him this day. I told him I would be leaving as soon as Aliana returned, and he stayed after that.
I healed many more people, never encountering a problem that my mana couldn’t handle. I hoped the old lady would spread word to others as she’d said she would. There were probably many people her age who needed a fair amount of healing to feel better.
Eventually, Aliana came back with her mother. It didn’t look as if they were getting along any better than when they left.
“Let’s go,” Aliana told me curtly.
The sack Leon had left behind was heavy, making me wonder if our instructor was stronger than he looked. I carefully slung it over my shoulder as we said our goodbyes to Quincy and Gwen, then started back toward the castle.
It was nice to think of the castle as my home now, a place where I was welcomed by people I cared about. I felt that’s what I needed more than anything right now. I hoped I could cheer up Aliana because she seemed somber after her long conversation with her mother.
“Do you mind if we talk?” I asked.
She raised her eyebrow. “About what?”
“About what’s troubling you.”
“I didn’t think you wanted to hear more about that.”
“I do if I might be able to help you feel better.”
She showed me the hint of a smile, though it didn’t fully form. “I’m confused, I suppose. I’m frustrated with my mother for so many reasons, but she’s the only family I have. I know she does care about me. She just seems to care about herself a whole lot more. I realize I’m an adult now, but she’s always been like this.”
Aliana paused for a long while before she went on.
“At the same time, she’s furious with Luther for deceiving her, which I get. I feel like he’s the real enemy, and she and I should be allies. That’s just not the case, though. And why the hell is she so sad about Leon leaving?” Her voice rose in anger, but I noticed a wry smile. “I mean is there something I’m missing, Jon? It’s Leon. I don’t get it!”
I chuckled without humor. “I figured it’s because she likes the way he looks and that he’s been nice. I don’t know why he can’t behave that way toward us. I thought he was incapable until I saw him with your mother.”
“Right? All of this is too much at once. I don’t know what to make of any of it.”
“Did you come to a solution about your…about Luther?”
“What can we do? Neither of us will have any contact with him from now on. He might as well be dead.”
There was that suspicious voice in my head again, telling me this could all be an act. Aliana and her mother could be the real traitors. I wouldn’t let go of the suspicion, but I also wouldn’t let it prevent me from helping my friend in case I was wrong.
“I think that’s the best way to go about this,” I said. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned through losing my father, it’s to let go of negative feelings rather than focus on them. Otherwise, a cycle starts that gets harder to break. If letting go of your father will achieve this, then you should do it.”
She nodded. “I’m going to take your advice and suggest we don’t speak about my problems anymore. So tell me something.” From the way she eyed me with a smirk, I could tell what she was going to bring up. “Who’s the girl who was so interested in you?”
“Greda, she works at Enchanted Devices. I removed the curse from her mother.”
“Oh, yes I’ve heard of her from Eden. So why aren’t you interested in her?”
“Well…” I couldn’t tell her the truth without betraying Kataleya. I felt like I’d left my heart in my room, and it would be gone when I came back to fetch it.
I sighed. Maybe I would get along well with Greda for a while and it would help me get over Kat. That wasn’t a good reason, though, as I might transfer my pain to Greda if I decided it wasn’t going to work out.
“Do you think I should be?” I asked, unsure how else to answer.
“No, you shouldn’t be anything you are not. I was just curious.”
I shrugged. “I just don’t have feelings for her in that way.”
“That wouldn’t stop most boys from starting something with her, only to end it whenever they wanted.” She spoke the words so callously, I wondered if something like that had happened to Aliana.
“I wouldn’t want to hurt her. I do care about her as a friend, like I do Callie.”
She stared at me for a while as if judging the validity of my statement.
“You don’t believe me?” I asked.
“It’s my instinct to call those words lies when they come from any boy’s mouth, but I’m suppressing this instinct very hard right now, Jon, because I know you’re telling the truth. I hope you can appreciate that. Yes, I do believe you.”
“I do appreciate that.”
We walked in silence. I realized then that I was comfortable beside Aliana. I once had strong feelings for her, and now I was able to notice her beauty without it stirring anything in my heart. I supposed the same would happen with Kataleya eventually. It would probably just take a lot longer.
That gave me hope that this pain would fade.
“I don’t think I’ve ever truly apologized to you,” Aliana said.
“For acting so cold toward me?”
“Yes.”
“I don’t think you have, either.”
She gave a laugh. “All right, well let me do so properly now.” She touched my shoulder to stop me. I set down the sack and faced her.
But she seemed to have trouble getting started.
“I think I want to tell you something first if you won’t share it with anyone else.”
“You think?” I wondered.
“Well, I could regret it later.”
I held up my hand. “I promise I won’t share it. I’m good at keeping promises.”
“Yeah, you seem like you are. All right. We might as well walk as I speak, though. It’s not a long story, but two people standing still in the street in the city are more noticeable than those moving.”
There were a couple people who’d passed us with curious looks, and Aliana seemed very private about this.
“His name was John, like yours,” she said. “And he was a horse’s ass. I thought you and he had a lot in common when I first met you. He’s older, though, and I was younger…stupider.”
“You don’t have to say more,” I told her as I could picture the rest.
She looked at me with a bit of shock.
“Unless you want to?”
“I do not,” she said, her tone adamant. “Anyway, I’m sorry for misjudging you so severely. You are…very different than I thought.”
“I appreciate your apology.”
I noticed her still watching me as we walked.
“What?” I asked with a nervous laugh.
“What’s your deal exactly?”
“What do you mean?”
“Why does it seem like you don’t care about undressing me as much as every other guy who’s approached me?”
I had a breath, a little frustrated. I’d thought we were getting somewhere.
I was about to answer her, when she spoke again. “Oh wow, I just heard myself,” she said to my relief.
“Yeah, I think the issue is that you’ve never had a male friend before, someone who is more interested in you than—”
“My tits.”
Shocked, I said, “I was going to say your looks.”
“I grew up in the heart of the city, Jon. I’ve dealt with many vulgar men. I even had to serve the worst of them at Red’s Tavern, as I’ve already told you. I’ve heard disgusting things about what they wanted to do with me, and I can still feel their hands on me when I think back to it. Keeping your tone mild around me is patronizing. It’s like we’re both pretending I’m a show horse when we know I’m just a donkey. An old busted donkey that no man is going to ever think of as a horse. A donkey they’ll use until they’re done with her and won’t care what kind of wear they leave on her.”
It was so depressing to hear her speak of herself this way that I couldn’t think of a proper reply, pity draining my mind.
We were silent for a while.
“I’m sorry,” she said eventually. “Everything with my father seems to have really brought out the worst in me.”
“Ali…”
“Yeah?”
I wished I had Kataleya’s ability to turn this upside-down situation right side up, but all I could do was hope to make her laugh.
“It’s all right, because it sounds like you’re dealing with more shit than a gong farmer.”
She laughed hard with what sounded to be relief. “Now that’s better,” she said.
“I’m starting to see why you and Eden get along so well. You’re both more vulgar than I realized.”
“Oh yeah, Eden’s downright foul. I love her.” Then Aliana started to chuckle about something.
“What is it?” I asked.
She shook her head. “Nothing that should be amusing, but it is. Sometimes we like to torment Kataleya, see how far we can push our jests before she stops us.”
“What about Remi?”
She suddenly seemed very excited as her eyes went wide. “Oh, you wouldn’t believe some of the things Remi has said. I think she’s secretly worse than Eden.”
“Really? That is hard to believe.”
“Because you don’t know her. Actually, I don’t think any of us really know her that well.”
I felt like the air was sucked out of my lungs. The challenge of dealing with a traitor rested on our shoulders again. Aliana had lost her smile as quickly as I had mine.
She looked into my eyes. We shared a moment of frustration.
She made a pinching motion in the air but froze before her fingers touched. “So close.”
I nodded. I knew what she meant.
We were so close to finally relaxing.
I still didn’t know why the king wanted to have a celebration tonight. It didn’t feel like anything was worth celebrating. I was beginning to wonder if he might have something up his sleeve.
“I think Kataleya really likes you,” Aliana said suddenly. “But she denies it. I bet she’s just waiting to find out what you think before she tells us the truth.”
She looked at me, clearly waiting for an answer.
Now I was really at a loss for words. I wanted to be honest with her. I took my time thinking of an answer.
“Can I admit something that you’ll keep between us?” I asked. I felt my throat wanting to close as I tried to hold everything in against my will.
“Please. It would only be fair.”
“It was true what I told Greda. I’m not in a good place right now.” I accidentally let out more pain through my expression than I’d planned to, tears welling up.
It took all I had to hold back my emotion as Aliana studied my face closely with an empathetic look. All I could do was hold my mouth shut. That was all I would say, though I was certain my eyes said more.
“Oh Jon, I should’ve known. You always seem so strong that I didn’t know how much all of this has been affecting you. I’m sorry.”
I nodded. “It’s all right.”
We walked in silence for a little while. Eventually, she leaned against me and put her head on my shoulder. She moved her arm around my back for a half embrace.
“Let’s try to have fun tonight, yeah?” she said. “Like real friends would if there was no traitor among them.”
“I’d like that.”




CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

After we arrived, a guard informed me that the king wanted to speak with me. I was taken into the keep, but not before I checked on the bloodstain made by Calvin’s head above the entrance. It was gone. Even the chips and dents in the floor of the keep had been repaired. It was almost as if there had been no battle here.
The guard instructed me to leave the supplies Leon had purchased on the ground floor of the keep. I hoped to see Callie on my way to meet with her father. She’d cried out of fear the last time she’d spoken to me. I wanted to know she was doing better, but I didn’t pass by her quarters, and I didn’t see her in the keep otherwise.
His majesty stood over a table with the parchment rolled out. He looked to be reading it intently as I entered his room.
“Shut the door,” he told me after a quick glance.
I shut it. The two of us were alone.
He gestured at the parchment. “This is a signed confession from Luther Prigg. He finally gave in after we led him to believe that Cason was making a deal with us in exchange for information on Luther. He admitted that he was approached by Cason years ago and has been aiding the criminal with coin and weapons since then.”
“Did Cason actually say anything about Luther?” I asked.
“No, and I didn’t push him to, either. He’s too dangerous, even in a cell.”
“Is Cason going to be hanged, then?”
“Tomorrow, but it won’t be a hanging. He’s going to be beheaded on the battlements where everyone can see.”
“Forgive me sire, but isn’t that risky?” I thought it safer to kill him while he was imprisoned with an arrow through his heart, and then display his body if necessary.
“Risky is precisely the point,” the king said to my surprise. “We have to make sure all of our enemies are gone, especially those who would aid Cason if given the chance.”
“I thought Erisena saw them leaving.”
“We know at least one of them, Pearson, has the capability of traveling great distances in a short period of time. Perhaps he was only escorting the dark mages through the forest and plans to return. If so, he might attempt to rescue Cason. I have planned all of this out, Jon. I’m not telling you to hear your concerns or your opinions. Cason will be sedated, handcuffed, and blindfolded. He is not the threat nor will he be. You will be nearby, and so will the other sorcerers. You will protect our allies and slay any enemies.”
“This isn’t just a trap to bring out Pearson. You hope the traitor might show him or herself.”
“Yes, if we do not catch them before.” He paused. “Do you still wish to remain in the dark if you might be required to lie to one of your peers?”
“I do,” I said.
“Then that is the end of the discussion regarding Cason and the traitor. On to other matters. Right now, all of your peers are being informed that they may send out invitations for tonight. They may bring one guest to this celebration, which begins soon after supper. Is there someone you would like to invite?”
I immediately thought of Greda, but that would just confuse her.
It turned out I didn’t have any other friends outside the castle.
“No,” I said. “What exactly are we celebrating?”
“It is a victory after all, Jon. We have defeated Cason and believe most, if not all, of the rest of our enemies have fled to Rohaer. We will have a tough road ahead, but there are many ways to weaken our enemy. Have no doubt I plan to take advantage of all of them. Even though we haven’t recovered the coin that Pearson stole, I’m sure we will be victorious when the dust settles. Cason’s capture was a swing in our direction. It’s important to celebrate these events, or we might forget what we’re fighting for.”
“I see.”
“I need you to do something tomorrow before the public execution of Cason. I received word that a kreppen ship should arrive tomorrow morning. I expect Grufaeragar to be on it, along with many other krepps who have brought goods to trade. You will set out in the morning and travel to the docks to greet Grufaeragar, who seems to like you. I don’t know exactly how many krepps he will have brought with him, but I have men ready at the docks who can assist you in escorting the krepps back to the castle safely and without incident. Do you remember any of the kreppen you picked up?”
“Not much. I haven’t thought about it in some time.”
“We’ve been working on a text. It’s just a list of translations, but you should take a good look at it now. I will have supper brought to you here so you’re not distracted as you learn what you can.”
He pulled out a chair for me as he gathered Luther’s confession.
I was a little sad I wouldn’t be enjoying the company of my friends, but I reminded myself I would see them during the celebration.
“That is all for now,” the king said as he left. “Someone will return with your supper and the translations. I trust you will do your best, as you always have.”
“Yes, sire.”
“You will be made aware when celebrations begin. Enjoy yourself tonight, but don’t overdo it.”
Was that a hint at what he had planned? If so, I still had no idea.
*****
I knew I was supposed to be learning as much Kreppen as I could before tomorrow, but my mind wandered during my supper. I didn’t like the idea that the krepps would be at the castle during Cason’s execution. It was hard to keep one krepp behaved. I couldn’t imagine what it would be like with more of them.
There wasn’t anywhere else to put them, however. Assuming they behaved much like Grufaeragar, they wouldn’t take kindly to being stowed away until the execution was over. Maybe the execution would be delayed a day or two, if things were truly chaotic.
I also wondered why trading with the krepps would be so valuable. But then I thought I remembered the king mentioning that there were many rare materials on the large island of Hammashar, where the krepps came from.
I imagined that we had many things they would find valuable because they didn’t have the intelligence to make such items for themselves. Grufaeragar had experienced these luxuries, like silken sheets, pillows, and foods with tastes he’d never sampled before. He’d surely spoken of it to the other krepps.
More than trading with them, I assumed we wanted the honor of the krepps so they didn’t go to war against us, as they might’ve if the demigod Souriff hadn’t interfered, which, by now, I almost wholeheartedly believed had really happened.
Where was Souriff now? If she had shown herself to the krepps, what was she waiting for to show herself to us?
Or was she the woman who appeared on top of the keep after Pearson escaped with the king’s gold?
I hoped time would tell.
*****
By the time a guard came to fetch me, the celebration had already begun. I was a little perturbed that I had been locked away for so long, but I supposed it was important that I learned as much Kreppen as I could. And I had. I’d learned more than a few simple phrases, though my grammar might turn out to be off. I figured Grufaeragar would forgive that. Now, I just had to make sure I didn’t drink so much that I would forget it.
A part of me just wanted to let go of everything weighing me down and indulge. I had done so a couple times in the past, after my father died, but I had always regretted it later. I was sure I would again now.
The celebration was held in the great hall, specifically in the large dining area. There were many plates of small foods set out…and a great number of people I didn’t recognize. Most of them were much older, probably rich and important, and involved with his majesty in some way that did not pertain to me or the other sorcerers.
The king had hired musicians. They played their instruments where the royal table used to stand on the dais, producing a lively tune. There were even a few of the older people who were dancing.
I felt like I was walking into a dining hall in another castle until Michael approached me.
“You’re already behind!” he said as he handed me a mug of ale. “I’ve had two. Catch up.”
“Two?” They were large mugs.
He stared at me until I brought the drink to my lips, then he put his fingers underneath the bottom and tilted upward.
I groaned in complaint. I couldn’t step away without spilling it, gulping instead.
“Almost there.”
I groaned louder.
“Fine.” He let go.
I coughed a few times, a cold pain in my throat. “You made me drink half the goddamn mug!”
“Now you’re only one and a half behind me.”
“I promised myself I wasn’t going to overdo it.”
“Where’s my promise that you are going to overdo it?” he complained.
“Let me set my own pace,” I told him seriously. “I have a lot of things to let go of tonight.”
“Don’t we all?”
*****
I didn’t know how exactly it happened, but it didn’t feel like much time had passed before I was quite out of my mind drunk. It hit me when I was watching Kataleya dance with a tall man who was elegantly dressed and I murmured to Michael without thinking, “I would like to walk over, introduce myself, and then punch that man in the nose.”
Michael’s laughter was what made me realize how absurd the comment was, especially when I was serious.
“I’ve never heard you speak like that. So you do fancy Kataleya after all? I had a feeling.”
I wanted to share everything with him. I knew I wasn’t supposed to, but I didn’t see why. He was my friend.
“I think something’s wrong with me,” I said, referring to my feelings for Kataleya but also this strange drunkenness that was far too potent.
“I don’t want to talk about that right now,” Michael said. “I love you, Jon, but I want to see if I can make something happen with Eden.”
“You love me?” It was a little shocking to hear.
“Like a friend, of course!”
“Oh, I think I knew that, but I wanted to be sure. I also love you like a friend.”
“Good! I’m walking away now.”
“I honestly don’t know what you see in Eden!” I called after him. “She is crude and not in a very funny way like you are.”
“I don’t want to hear that right now. I do like her. I hope one day you will like her too.”
“All right, I don’t want to say anything bad about her.”
Michael left me there in the middle of the dining hall, where I started talking to myself.
“This is not normal drunkenness. I feel like I want to share everything with anyone who will listen.” I looked around, hoping someone had heard.
But then I became distracted as I noticed Remi dancing on the table with incredible agility. Charlie was watching nearby, clapping his hands out of rhythm to the music.
“Stop!” Remi said with a huge grin. “You’re so off, Charlie! I can’t perform my dance!”
“What do you mean? You are dancing so well!”
“I’m going to start again. No clapping. Watch.”
Remi took a moment to listen to the upbeat music, then she broke into dance. It was a rhythmic sway, with lots of swinging kicks and popping knees, often involving touching her feet to her hands.
Suddenly I was at the table without remembering walking over. “You’re an incredible dancer!” I told her.
“I want to learn it!” Charlie said as he climbed onto the table beside Remi.
She faced him and continued her dance as if giving instruction. I was sure I’d never seen Remi smile this wide.
Charlie was a complete mess, barely staying on his feet as he gyrated and wiggled, not a dexterous bone in his body.
Remi slapped her hands against her legs as she let out a loud guffaw.
“What, I’m not doing it?” Charlie asked.
He tried harder, only to fall off the table.
“Charlie!” Remi screamed.
I rushed around to the other side, but fortunately Charlie was laughing as he held his rear end.
“Jon, where is Jon?”
“I’m right here.”
“It’s my ass, Jon, my ass.” To my shock, he pulled his pants and undershorts all the way down below the curve of his rump.
“Charlie what the hell?” I exclaimed, as Remi laughed even harder.
“I need a heal.”
Remi whistled. “That’s a nice smooth hide, Charlie Spayker. Eden!” she screamed. “Come look at Charlie’s ass! Where are you?”
He didn’t seem to hear Remi as he was making awkward eye contact with me from over his shoulder. “Heal it, Jon. Make it better.”
“Don’t forget to kiss it first,” Remi added, then kissed the air a few times. She laughed so hard she was gasping for breath. “Fucking hell, where is Eden. Eden!”
“Pull your pants up, Charlie. I don’t want to look at your strangely smooth ass. I can heal it just fine through fabric.”
“Oh yeah!” He laughed as he pulled his pants up.
I knew what to do to heal, but I just couldn’t get my mind in the right place as I tried to focus on my mana.
It didn’t seem to matter. Soon Remi was pulling Charlie up, and he seemed to think I had done a fine job as he thanked me with an enthusiastic handshake.
“I like you, Jon,” he then told me.
“Thank you. Did you know, Charlie, that there’s something different about you?”
“I do know that.”
“What is it?”
“I don’t know. Do you?”
“I don’t, but I think it’s what makes you so lovable. I love you like a friend, Charlie. Did you know that?”
“No! I think I like hearing that, but I’m not sure I understand what it means. Maybe I love you too, but it’s different from the way I love Remi.”
I suddenly noticed Remi was leaning really close to both of us with a gaping mouth, clearly listening intently.
Suddenly she snapped out of it. “Charlie, you love me?”
“I think I do, but not the way I love Jon.”
“How do you love Jon?” she asked.
“I don’t want to kiss Jon.”
“You want to kiss me?”
“Yes, can I?”
“Yes,” Remi said. “I’d like that.”
I realized then that I was now the one leaning close and listening as if my life depended on it.
As I watched Remi and Charlie awkwardly lock lips, I had a sudden revelation. “There was something in the ale!” I shouted. “There was something
in the ale!”
I wasn’t sure either of them heard me, as they were too busy with each other.
Remi pulled away eventually. “That was fun, Charlie. We should do that more often.”
“We should!”
Remi seemed to notice me again, as if she’d forgotten I was here. “Oh, Jon. You are burning hot handsome. Do you want to kiss me also?”
Charlie screamed, “I don’t want him to kiss you!”
“I don’t want to upset Charlie,” I said. Frankly, I wouldn’t mind locking lips with Remi right now, except I was pretty sure I could see some of Charlie’s saliva lingering on her, but the statement I’d made was true anyway.
“I have a suspicion that I want to investigate,” I admitted. “Goodbye for now.”
“Good luck with your investigation,” Remi said.
“I want to watch you dance again!” Charlie announced.
“Yes!” she replied. “Help me up on the table, but don’t touch my ass.”
Looking for the king, I passed by Michael and Eden dancing…or maybe grinding together was a better way to describe it. Michael held her very close to him as she swayed back and forth, her rear end pressed up against his crotch.
“I’m glad they’re having a good time,” I commented to no one, happy just to share something.
I felt like a little child wanting to explore the world. I was completely confident now that the king had put something in our ale. Everyone in the large dining room, the older folks included, all seemed to be having too much fun. I noticed exaggerated pointing, laughing, and shouting over each other to be heard.
I needed to find the king. It was important to me to hear the truth from him. He had done this to us on purpose. He had wanted us to reveal something.
I gasped as I realized the answer. This was how he planned to weed out the traitor. Had I told him I would’ve been able to hide this plan from my friends, he would’ve told me to abstain from drinking tonight.
But I was glad I hadn’t. I was having a blast, and there were a few people I wanted to hear from. I wanted to say a few things to them as well.
First was Michael, my closest friend. But I figured the last thing he wanted right now was to be interrupted for a heart-to-heart, so I let him be.
I walked around for a little while before I found Reuben off against the wall, close with a beautiful woman I didn’t recognize at first, for she wasn’t in her worker’s clothing but a nice dress.
Reuben seemed very happy as he spoke with Burda. I didn’t want to interrupt them, but this was an opportunity that likely would never come again.
“Reuben!” I announced excitedly.
“Jon!” He seemed happy to see me as he threw his arms up. “Did you know I used to be jealous of you?”
“I had a suspicion, but I never knew why.”
“Because you had everyone’s attention, but you deserve it. You deserve it, Jon! I don’t. But I don’t care. I have all the attention I want with Burda here. Isn’t she the most beautiful girl you’ve ever seen?”
“You’re too nice to me, Reuben,” she said with the same large smile that all of us wore. “I don’t deserve it.”
“You deserve so much more! I’m going to buy you everything you could possibly want.”
She touched his shoulder as she leaned in, but even though she was close she wouldn’t stop shouting. “You’re lucky I don’t want a lot!”
“I am! I’m the luckiest man in the world. You are so beautiful!”
“Thank you. I like when you say that.”
“I’m glad, because you’re going to hear it a lot.”
“Good!”
“Have you been with any other men?” Reuben asked.
“I don’t want to answer that,” she said, holding her wide smile.
“That must mean yes.”
“Yes.”
“That’s all right. I was just curious. I don’t care.”
“Oh that’s good! Have you been with other women?”
I found myself leaning in. I wasn’t sure if they were aware of me still, but I didn’t care. I was completely interested in Reuben’s answers.
“Two others,” he said.
“Did you buy them a lot of things first?” Burda asked.
“Yes, and I know I shouldn’t admit that, but I don’t care. I want to tell you everything.”
“I want to tell you everything!”
“Reuben,” I interjected. I had to tell him something. “You are my friend!”
“You are my friend, Jon.”
“I love you like a friend,” I said.
“That’s a little too much for me right now,” Reuben said as he put his hand on my shoulder.
I put mine on his. “That’s all right.”
“No wait. It’s not. I also love you like a friend.”
I laughed. “What the hell was in that ale!”
“I don’t know! And I don’t care!” Reuben gasped. “Sire!” He bowed deeply.
“Your majesty!” Burda lowered her head as well.
“That’s not necessary,” said the king as he entered our close circle. “Reuben, I have to ask you something. Will you promise to be honest?”
“I promise. Ask me anything.”
“Are you the traitor who has been working against us? It’s all right to tell me the truth. Everything will be fine.”
“I’m not the traitor! I would never do anything to hurt you or anyone else here, unless they hurt Burda. Isn’t she beautiful?”
“Do you have any idea who it might be?” asked Nykal.
“Who who might be?”
“The traitor.”
“Oh! I think it’s one of the girls. It’s just a feeling. I don’t know why I feel it.”
“All right. Enjoy yourselves.”
The king left.
I told Reuben and Burda, “I’m going to follow him around and listen. I think he’s using this as an opportunity to question people, and I want to hear what they say.”
I don’t think Reuben was still listening by the time I finished talking, as he was again telling Burda that she was the most beautiful girl in the world.
I watched as the king approached Michael and Eden, who didn’t seem to notice that there was anyone else in the room but them and the music.
“Eden!” the king said.
She seemed surprised as she located him right nearby. She and Michael immediately stopped swaying and parted.
“Sire. How are you this fine evening?”
“Thank you for the ale!” Michael said. “And for the food. For the music. Hell, for everything!”
“You’re welcome, Michael. Eden, I want to ask you something. You know you can be completely honest with me, right?”
“I know I can, but I do have secrets.”
“Do any of these secrets have something to do with the person who has been working against us?”
“Not at all. One is about Michael.”
“What is it?” Michael asked.
“I think I’m starting to like him, which is a shame.”
“Why is that a shame?” he asked.
“Because I’m not looking for a relationship.”
“I don’t have to be, either.”
“But you are.”
“Yes.”
The king put his hands up to stop them, but they seemed to have forgotten he was there. He had to speak up.
“Eden Ledell.”
“Oh, yes, sire?”
“Have you any idea how the callring ended up in Kataleya’s room?”
“I have no idea. I thought she put it there, but now I’m not so sure.”
“What about the attack on Grufaeragar?” the king asked. “Do you know anything about how our enemies were signaled to come when the castle was nearly empty?”
“I don’t know!”
“You can be honest. I promise everything will be fine.”
“I am honest! I promise I would never do anything to hurt you or anyone here. I’ve never been happier in my life!”
“I feel the same way,” Michael agreed. He lifted his finger in the king’s face. “I know what you’re doing. You’re questioning everyone because you put something in the ale that makes us want to say everything on our minds. That’s very clever, sire!”
“I think it’s a curse,” Eden said.
I gasped. “Is it really, sire?”
He pushed out a palm. “It is as much a curse as ale is poison. It’s just a simple concoction that tends to bring out the truth. The right dosage will do no harm.”
“But how do you know we aren’t going to overdo the dosage by drinking too much?” Eden asked.
“Because it was in your supper, not the ale.”
“Oh shit!” Michael gave his leg a hardy slap. “Now that is clever!”
“Michael, is there anything you know about the traitor that you haven’t told me?”
“Wait,” Eden said, giving a glance around. “But the rich people look like they’re cursed as well, and they came after supper.”
“It was put in the wine served to guests,” the king answered. “I did not fear they would overdo it like I did for you young sorcerers. Now Michael—”
“I’ve been sneaking into the kitchens for snacks after supper, sometimes some ale also. I think your wife is very beautiful, but almost too beautiful, you know? It doesn’t make a lot of sense to me. Also, sometimes I’m only pretending to practice when I’m really just making whooshing sounds as I move my arms around. Other times I forget what I was talking about, so I just start rambling until I remem—”
“You don’t need to tell me every secret,” the king interrupted. “What do you know about the traitor?”
“Nothing.”
“Are you sure?”
“Can someone be sure that they know nothing?”
“Yes…” the king said, a bit confused.
“Really?”
“Yes, Michael.”
“Are you sure?” he asked in retort.
“Yes! Now are you sure you know nothing about the traitor?”
“Oh, you’re right. Yes, I’m sure.”
“You may return to your…dancing or whatever one might call that.”
“Thank you!” Eden said. “I love you sire! I wish you were my father instead of my idiot real father!”
“I’ll take that as a compliment,” he said as he walked away.
They went back to it as if they’d never been interrupted.
I soon followed the king as he walked off. He seemed to be looking around for someone in particular. I was enthralled; I needed to know who he would question next.
He seemed to have his sights on Aliana as she spoke with a tall man elegantly dressed who somehow brought anger out of me, even though I didn’t remember how I knew him.
I had my eyes on him as the king suddenly stopped in front of me. I bumped into his back.
The king spun angrily. “Jon, why are you following me?”
“I want to hear your interrogations. Oh, and tell me something. Why didn’t you stop me from drinking the ale?”
“Let me ask you something instead. Are you having fun tonight?”
“So much.”
“There’s your answer.” He put his hand on my shoulder. “You needed this. I’m sure you wouldn’t have been able to relax as much if I’d told you what was happening and I didn’t include you. Just make sure you don’t drink anymore tonight.”
“I won’t.”
“Kataleya doesn’t seem to be in the dining hall. I need you to look for her while I question Aliana and Trevor.”
“Who is Trevor? He looks familiar.”
“Kataleya sent an invite for him. His family is very powerful.”
“Oh!” That’s right. He was the man I’d seen Kataleya with earlier. “Ohhh,” I muttered again as I realized how strange it was for him to be speaking with Aliana, smiles on their faces, the two of them leaning close. “But I want to hear what they say to your questions.”
“Jon, you’re going to have to respect their privacy.”
“Will you at least tell me if they like each other?”
“That doesn’t concern you. Just go look for Kataleya and bring her here if you find her.”
“But it does concern me.”
“Jon, go.”
“All right.”
If this man, Trevor, was here and she wasn’t, I gleefully hoped something had happened between them and she was off sulking in the apartments, in need of comfort.
I ran out of the dining hall, came out into the courtyard, and I was about to enter the apartments when it suddenly hit me.
“Whoa.”
Shame washed over me. While being completely honest, I was an ass.
I stopped to give myself time to think. Did I really wish harm on her?
No, it wasn’t that. I wanted her to be happy, but I also wanted to be the one who made her that way.
Giving myself a bit of a break, I continued through the apartments, up the stairs, and down the hall containing the rooms of my peers.
Everyone’s door was closed. I ran past all of them until I reached Kataleya’s room. I didn’t know why I felt certain that she would be there, but I was.
I knocked.
“Who is it?” she asked from within.
“Jon. Can I come in?”
“I don’t want you to, but I also do want you to. Yes, come in.”
I opened her door. She was sitting up in the middle of her bed, her palms flat down. She craned her neck toward me, but she seemed wary about moving her body, as if she might topple over.
“How did you know I was here? Close the door.”
I closed it. How did I know she would be here? I had forgotten.
“You look beautiful,” I said.
“Did you have much of the ale?”
“Yes. You?”
“Yes.”
I walked up to her bed, climbed onto it with a bit of difficulty, and sat in front of her with my legs crossed.
“Is Trevor gone?” she asked as she took my hands.
“No. He was talking with Aliana when I left. What happened?”
“Oh no.” Kataleya let go and put her hands over her face as she fell backward.
“Why are you in here and not out there?” I asked as I lay down beside her and put my hand on her shoulder.
“When I realized his majesty put truth serum in the ale, I told Trevor I wasn’t feeling well and needed to lie down.”
“Do I understand this correctly? You knew before it really took hold of you and were able to escape to here?”
“Exactly. I could feel the urge to divulge everything.” She took her hands off her face. “Including, but not limited to, what we did in your room.”
“Oh.” I tried not to smile, but I couldn’t help it. “By the way, it was in our food, not our drinks.”
“Oh, clever.”
“So what happened when you started to feel it?” I asked.
“I knew I had to run.”
“How are you always one step ahead of the rest of us? I only figured out what was going on recently.”
“I am older,” she said as an excuse.
“Two years isn’t much.”
“It isn’t nothing, either.”
“What would you have said if you’d stayed with Trevor?” I asked.
“I can’t stop thinking about you.” She spoke as if this was an inconvenience. “I’m worried because I want you again.”
“I want to kiss you right now,” I said, barely able to hear her words as I stared at her lips.
“See! This is what I’m talking about.” She clumsily rolled away from me. “Stay back!”
But I had to lunge forward and grab her arm so she wouldn’t roll off the bed. “Careful!”
“Thank you,” she said when she realized how close to the edge she’d gone. Then she motioned for me to give her space.
I reluctantly backed off.
“I want you to kiss me right now,” she said, “but I will eventually want Trevor to kiss me. Do you hear how wrong that sounds? Even right now I can tell that it is inappropriate. I don’t like to be this person.”
“So be the person you like to be.”
“I always try, but recently I don’t know who I want to be. My mother and father will disown me if they find out I’ve slept with you, a boy with whom I had no prior romantic involvement, and that I initiated it! It would shame our whole family and ruin our relationship with many nobles. And yet, I continue to have strong feelings for you. Oh god. Did I say earlier that I’m worried because I want you again?” She put her hands over her face. “I shouldn’t be saying any of this to you! Please leave, Jon. No wait, don’t.” She suddenly reached out and grabbed my hand. “I would like your company, but please let’s only talk.”
“I have strong feelings for you, too, Kat.”
She let go of my hand. “Maybe it’s better if we don’t talk. It’s only making this worse.”
“All right, let me try to help you instead because I like you.” My mind was a bog, though.
I had come here for a specific reason that hadn’t seemed to have been mentioned, but I couldn’t remember what it was. Maybe Kataleya knew. She was smart.
“Wasn’t I supposed to be doing something?”
“Not that I know of.”
“What were we just talking about?”
“You were going to try to help me somehow because I have strong feelings for you but my future is with Trevor.”
“Oh. Let’s think of a solution,” I suggested.
“Yes! A solution! That sounds wonderful. What is it?”
“I don’t know.”
She made fists as she groaned. Then she suddenly stopped and looked to have a great idea.
“We just have to stop having feelings for each other!”
“Um, that seems impossible because you are so beautiful, smart, and talented.”
“Wait. I think we’re onto something. Tell me the opposite of that, right now.”
“I don’t want to.”
“Please! It will make everything easier.”
“I’ll try,” I said.
It was easy to remember my three compliments because I thought of them each time I looked at her.
“I don’t really feel this, but I’m saying it because you want me to say it. You are ugly, stupid, and…what’s the opposite of talented?”
We thought for a while before she came up with a couple of words. “Inept…incompetent. No wait. God, why did I not think of this earlier? Untalented!”
We burst into laughter.
“I like your laugh,” I told her.
“Thank you. I like your smile.”
“Thank you,” I replied. “I like how you look, especially without clothes.”
“Thank you! I like how you look, especially without clothes.”
I started to motion that I would take off my shirt. “Do you want me to?” I asked.
“I want you to, but please don’t.”
It was silent as I let go of my shirt.
“How can you not do something that you want to right now?” I wondered.
“Because I have a lot of willpower, Jon.”
“It didn’t seem like you had a lot of willpower earlier today,” I commented.
“That was a choice.”
“You said it was a mistake at the time.”
“I said that as an excuse. I made a choice. And now I’m making another choice to keep my clothes on.”
I stood up from the bed. “I’m starting to feel sad. I don’t like this.”
She crawled toward me. “I don’t want to make you feel sad. I’m very sorry.”
It did feel better when she took my hand, but then it just hurt more as I realized it was done out of pity.
I stepped away.
“I think I know another solution,” she said. “You should pursue another girl. How about Aliana?”
“Are you just saying that so Trevor won’t be interested in her?”
“No, she’s very beautiful. I thought you might go well together.”
“We go well together.” I gestured at Kataleya.
She let down her head. “I know.”
“I think I’m going to leave now,” I said. I had been feeling a lot better before I entered her room.
I started to walk toward her door.
“Jon, wait.” She got up from her bed. “Now that you desire to tell me the truth no matter what, I’m going to ask you something.”
“Go ahead.”
“Do you regret what we did?”
I had to think about that one. I wasn’t sure if I could give her an accurate answer, considering that trying to connect one thought to another while looking for meaning felt as hard as casting a spell right now.
I could only say what seemed to be true. “I will never regret that. I would put up with years of pain just for the short time we spent in my bed.” This did feel accurate, now that I heard the words come out of my mouth, but they also made me sound foolish. “I know how that makes me sound, but it’s the truth.”
She came up to me, put her head on my shoulder, and gently wrapped her arms around me.
I rested my head on top of hers as I embraced her. I could feel that this might be the last time we held each other like this.
“I don’t regret it, either,” she whispered.
It felt so good to hold her. I breathed in the scent of her hair and felt every part of me relax.
She slowly leaned away to look into my eyes. “Kiss me one last time,” she said.
But as I leaned in, the door to her room swung open. She jumped away from me as the king entered.
“We were just going to kiss one last time,” she told him quickly. “There’s not going to be anything between us anymore.”
He seemed a little shocked as his gaze darted between us. “That’s none of my business, Kataleya. I have not issued any rules against relationships.”
“I know, but we’re not in one,” Kataleya insisted. “We won’t be.”
Now I was sad again.
The king lifted his palm. “It’s fine, Kataleya. I need to ask you a few questions. Do you want to be honest with me?”
“Yes, of course! I’m happy to answer any questions and finally put to rest that no one in my family, including myself, has ever done anything to harm you or anyone in this castle.”
The king smiled. “I hope you know that I was always skeptical of the idea that your family could be working with Cason. I just had to take precautions in case I was wrong.”
“I completely understand, sire.” She lowered her head.
“Have these precautions done any irreparable damage with your family?”
“I wouldn’t say irreparable, but it did hurt.”
He nodded solemnly. “I will make it up to the Yorns.”
“Thank you. Do you have any idea who it might be from your questioning tonight?”
“I’m going to keep that to myself for now. Is there anything else you would like to add before I leave?”
“I know it’s not Jon. I know it’s not Charlie. I suppose it could be anyone else. I still suspect Barrett, even though you said it can’t be him. Somebody planted the callring in my room.”
“What about Pearson?” I offered. “He’s shown that he can get into the keep even with the door locked. He probably could’ve found his way into Kataleya’s unlocked room.”
“No, someone has been working against us for some time now,” the king answered confidently. “Someone within the castle. Now I must be leaving. I would like to question a few of the nobles I’ve brought here about some other matters.”
“Sire, may I request something?” Kataleya asked.
“What is it?”
“Can you please not tell anyone about me and Jon?”
“Why is that? I think the two of you look nice together.”
“Thank you, sire!” I said quickly.
“No, don’t encourage it, please,” she told the king.
He shrugged. “I will leave you two to sort this out amongst yourselves, and I promise not to speak of it to anyone.”
He walked out and closed the door after him.
I was starting to feel more like myself, some of my inhibitions returning. I was a little embarrassed the king had found out we were involved with each other in some fashion, even if he didn’t know all the details.
Kataleya sat on the bed, looking distressed. “I’m just realizing that Trevor is going to be very suspicious of me. He’ll realize we were all on truth serum, and he’ll suspect that’s why I ran away.”
It was past time that I took my leave. I didn’t want to hear any more about Trevor, and especially nothing else about why Kataleya and I could not be together. It was time to start accepting it and move on.
“I’m going to do something for both of us,” I said. “I’m going to make a promise.”
Her gaze lifted from the floor.
“I promise you right now that I’m not going to pursue you any longer.”
“I appreciate that more than I can express. I will talk you up to Aliana.”
“Please don’t,” I said. “I need some time.”
“All right. Friends, then?”
I still wasn’t sure I could be friends with a girl who made me feel the way Kataleya did, but it was better than trying to push her away.
I nodded.




CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

I had a bit of a headache the next morning, but all in all, I didn’t feel too bad. Today would be Cason’s execution, but first I had to fetch the krepps from the docks.
I looked forward to Cason’s death. I knew it was a gruesome thought, but I was furious with Cason. He had killed Calvin along with many others, and he continued to be a threat as long as he drew breath.
Although the thought of his execution never fully left my mind, I was curious to see the kreppen ship. I wanted to find out how it might differ from our ships.
I was a little disappointed when I arrived at the docks as the creatures disembarked from a vessel that seemed no different than the type of large ship I had seen before.
Grufaeragar was the only krepp I’d ever come in contact with. I would hate to misidentify him as one of the other krepps, or worse, not identify Grufaeragar at all, but there were a few who looked just like I remembered him to look.
“Jon!” shouted one of larger krepps as he barreled toward me.
I was relieved at first, but then I was filled with fear as he didn’t slow down. I flinched as he picked me up with incredible strength, throwing me into the air.
Fortunately I had practice being tossed around, so I landed on my feet. I tried to put on a smile through my fear.
“It’s good to see you, Grufaeragar.”
His scaly face resembled that of a lizard, just like the rest of the krepps, but Grufaeragar was as bald as a rock. There were a few females among the group of male krepps, all with black hair that fell to their shoulders. Some of the male krepps had black hair as well, but there was more variety to the way they wore it. Most of them had a clump of loose hair that looked like silly little wigs, as if the lizard creatures were trying to pose as men. The hair of others looked a little more natural to me, just thick enough to stand up as it covered their lizard head.
The female krepps were smaller but still large, most likely outweighing me even though my eye level was higher than theirs. They stood with a hunch, like the males, and their two legs were bent slightly in what seemed to be a relaxed position.
There were different tints to their golden lizard eyes, all with a black line down the middle. Some were bordering on orange, while others were closer to red. Some were brighter, others more dull. Grufaeragar’s were some of the brightest.
They all sported leather clothing, though Grufaeragar was shirtless, his bulging muscles in clear view. Most of the outfits chosen by these creatures showed a lot of skin, including the women krepps. They all had old leather shirts, some brown but most black. Most of the material looked sturdy enough to stop an unsharpened knife. They covered their chests, where subtle curves were evident. The muscle tone of these females made them appear nearly as formidable as the larger males, especially with the sharp claws at the ends of their five fingers and five toes on each hand and foot.
“We get human ship,” Grufaeragar told me as he pointed at the large vessel.
Oh, so this isn’t a kreppen ship.
“Very fast,” he continued. “Humans build well. Weak but smart. Like woman krepp.” Then he pointed at one of the females, who was talking with another. “She is my mate. Shorila. Sha, sha, Shorila!”
The female approached with a big-mouthed smile that might’ve looked friendly if it wasn’t for her sharp teeth.
“Shorila knows common tongue almost good for me,” Grufaeragar said. “We are best!”
I offered my hand to Shorila. “Nice to meet you.”
“Nice, yes. Meet you, yes.” She shook my hand with a firm grip, her claws lightly digging into my skin.
“I’m Jon,” I said.
“Jon, yes.”
“Was it a hard trip on the boat?” I asked.
“Hard trip, yes. On boat, yes.”
“Her common tongue very good!” Grufaeragar said proudly. “Most pretty and most smart krepp! Mine!”
Her accent was a little bit better than his but still prevalent. Like Grufaeragar, she spoke mostly from her stomach. If my ears were paper and the words of these krepps were quills for writing, it felt like they would poke holes rather than scribble anything down.
I wasn’t so sure her common tongue was actually that good, however. She wore the same constant smile as if she might not understand anything we said.
As long as Grufaeragar understood me, I was sure he would explain everything to the rest of them. But before I told him about the execution, I needed to know a few things.
A number of city guards stood around the group loosely, trying not to look aggressive, no doubt. The krepps seemed fascinated with the small buildings around, as they chattered in their deep tongue.
“Do the rest of the krepps know any common tongue?” I asked.
“Some,” Grufaeragar answered.
“Some, yes,” his mate mimicked.
I didn’t know if that meant some of them knew a little or they all knew some. Time was against us, though. On to other matters.
“Do you remember the dark mages from the last time you were here?” I asked.
“I remember. Cheap magic. Try kill me but lose.” He thumped his chest with his fist.
“Yes, lose!” Shorila echoed.
“We have been fighting them since you left,” I said. “We captured one of their leaders. Today we are going to execute him.”
Grufaeragar looked confused, while his mate continued to smile.
“Execute,” I explained. “We are going to announce his crimes and remove his head with an ax.”
“We watch!” Grufaeragar said with enthusiasm.
“Yes, watch!” Shorila echoed.
“It’s going to happen soon,” I explained. “But there is some concern that dark mages might try to rescue him. I can explain the rest as we go to the castle. Did you bring goods for trading?”
“Good trade?” Grufaeragar asked.
“Things,” I specified. “Did you bring things to trade with us?”
“Yes, things.” Shorila answered for Grufaeragar, making me wonder if she did in fact understand after all.
I honestly couldn’t tell.
“We very excite,” Grufaeragar said. “Also feast. Feast, yes?”
“Feast!” Shorila echoed.
“I’m sure there will be a feast in your honor. In all of your honor,” I announced to the krepps who seemed to be listening.
I didn’t know if they understood everything I’d said or just the word honor, but their reaction was terrifying. They all hissed loudly with grins on their faces.
Once I reminded myself that these powerful creatures were allies, my fear quickly turned into pride. Perhaps their arrival wasn’t so untimely after all.
We might finally be ready for whatever the dark mages had planned, if anything.
*****
During the trip back, I explained to Grufaeragar everything that had happened regarding Cason and the dark mages, though I did leave out Pearson and the thieving of the king’s gold. I wasn’t sure his majesty would appreciate me divulging this to the krepps.
Most of the townspeople we passed stared at the krepps with wonder, not with the same aggression that I once saw on the faces of men when I last escorted Grufaeragar through the capital. I supposed word had gotten around since his last visit that we were now allies.
We arrived back at the castle without a hitch, the king and his retinue of guards waiting for us in the courtyard, most of them my peers.
“Human king! Good see you!” shouted Grufaeragar.
“It’s good to see you as well, Grufaeragar.” The king wore a cautious smile.
The other krepps seemed content to let Grufaeragar speak for them as they halted to stay behind. He walked the rest of the way to shake hands with Nykal. I passed the two of them and took my spot beside Michael as we stood near the king.
“Anything interesting happen last night?” I whispered.
“Do you mean with Eden?”
It was exactly what I meant.
He glanced her way. She noticed and gave him a wink.
“I guess that answers my question,” I said.
Michael was grinning ear to ear.
The king was asking Grufaeragar, “Did Jon explain that we will soon execute a very bad man who has killed many of our allies?”
“He explain. Who kill him?”
“There is no honor for us in taking off the man’s head when he cannot fight back,” the king explained. “He will be executed by a trained executioner.”
“I execute him. I take honor.”
The king made a face. “I would rather you and the other krepps keep guard during the execution. There may be enemies who try to save Cason.” He gestured at the great hall. “Let’s discuss this as you feast. There is plenty of food for everyone.”
“Feast!” Grufaeragar shouted, and all the krepps hissed.
*****
It was a lively meal, the krepps voracious eaters. After they’d marveled—first at the great hall, secondly at the dining hall, and thirdly at the taste of the food on their plates—they’d eaten so noisily that it was almost impossible to focus on my own meal.
Eventually, it was time for the execution. The king had gone through the plan with us by then. All of us seemed a little uneasy about the krepps being here, but they were allies. These dangerous, rowdy creatures were allies. I had to remind myself of this frequently because they seemed to live in their own world even here in the castle. They chattered in their own language as they mostly seemed unaware of us.
The king armed them with weapons. Many of the females took bows rather than swords, which made me even more nervous. It was much easier for one of these krepps to have an accident with an arrow than with a sword, but Grufaeragar had assured everyone that female krepps were the best archers in the world. They would never shoot an ally, he’d claimed.
I wasn’t sure the king really trusted that, but he made a choice to allow them to have bows rather than dishonor the krepps by refusing to give them weapons. I would have to be fine with that.
The other sorcerers and I went to our rooms in the apartments to prepare for the execution. I changed into some of my older robes in case they were going to be torn. I then sheathed the sword Eden had enchanted, wondering how many times I would have to use it before I noticed the durability enchant at work.
When I exited my room, Charlie and Reuben were leaning against the wall as they waited.
“Are you all right?” I checked with Charlie. He didn’t seem afraid.
“Yeah. I’ll be ready if something happens.”
I was very glad to hear that.
“And you, Reuben?” I asked. “Everything fine?”
“It is.” I could see in his steady gaze that he remembered much of what we spoke about last night, and he had no inclination of correcting any of it. I was very glad for that as well.
Eden was next out of her room. She walked over to join us.
“It’s finally time, boys. We’re going to celebrate after this is over.”
Charlie put up his hands. “No, no. Yesterday was too much celebration for me already.”
“There will be no curses in my celebration, I promise. Reuben, what do you say?”
“If others join in, then I will as well.”
Remi was next to leave her room and shut her door after. She looked nervous as she gazed at Charlie while walking over.
“Hey, Remi,” Charlie said happily.
“Hello,” she replied with her head turned slightly the other way.
“Eden wants to celebrate again,” Reuben said.
Remi had an incredulous look as she glanced at Eden, but Eden merely lifted her eyebrows two times suggestively.
Remi chuckled. “I know why you want to celebrate again, but I need a rest.”
“Celebration is rest. We drink tonight. Mellow. No music. Just the eight of us.”
“If you say so,” Remi said.
Kataleya emerged from her room and walked over a bit tensely as she met my gaze. I showed her a disarming smile, which seemed to relax her greatly as she strolled the rest of the way.
“Whose idea was it to all go together?” she asked. “I like it.”
“It just sort of happened,” Reuben answered.
Aliana was next. Like us, she had changed, only her attire obviously required a little more effort than the rest of ours. She wore close-fitting clothes, her bow strapped to her back and her quiver attached to her belt near her hip.
“What are you all waiting for?” she asked.
“Now just Michael,” Eden said.
The door to his room opened. He held the same grin as before as he looked first at Eden, then at the rest of us.
“Let’s go,” Eden announced as she took the lead.
Michael joined her at the front, where she wrapped her arm around his.
The rest of us shared a few smirks.
We gathered in the courtyard with many guards as Cason was brought out from the keep. It was difficult to recognize him with a blindfold across his eyes, his head bowed, and his feet dragging as if he was unconscious. The king must’ve had something added to Cason’s water this morning. The chains binding his feet and hands seemed almost unnecessary at this point.
It was more than a little discouraging to see that Cason might not even be aware that he was about to be executed, but this was the only safe way to do it.
He was carried up the ramp and onto the battlements, where a dais awaited. I didn’t know how such a large crowd had come to gather outside the castle, but the audience of hundreds chatted amongst themselves until Cason was in place—his still-attached head laid on the stone. That’s when they fell silent.
I stood near Michael and Reuben, the three of us the closest to the executioner. The krepps watched from the surrounding battlements, a number of guards strategically placed between them and the dais, just in case. None of the females had arrows loaded on their bows yet, which made me a little more comfortable.
I casted Identify in various directions around me. It was probably overcautious, but I had to make sure no one was here under illusion. I felt nothing from the spell.
I half expected Erisena to be here, but I didn’t know why that was. Nothing was more important to her than guarding the forest. There were the Stormeagles, however, watching amongst the large group down below us. I found my gaze drifting between their familiar faces, looking for Calvin, all the while knowing he wasn’t there.
Cason made no sound as he lay in place. He might’ve been asleep.
The king made his way through all of us, stopping on the other side of the stone on which Cason’s head lay waiting for separation. He took off Cason’s blindfold himself, and finally I could recognize the doomed man’s face and his patchy eyebrows.
“This man is Cason Clay,” the king announced, speaking slowly and clearly. “His crimes are the spreading of dteria, murder, and treason. However, through the efforts of our sorcerers and constables, Cason Clay has been caught and his plans foiled. He plotted to take the city of Koluk by force, during which many would’ve died. However, we intercepted and defeated his supporting army from Rohaer. The rest of the dark mages who used to follow Cason have fled Lycast. They will find sanctuary in Rohaer and march on us when winter is over. They plan to spread dteria across Lycast until there is no longer resistance, but I promise that I’m not going to let that happen. Rohaer will be defeated. Everyone in Lycast will be safe.”
The audience applauded.
The king waited for them to quiet down before he continued. “The death of Cason Clay marks the end of the civil resistance in Lycast. Rest assured that no one, dark mage or otherwise, has the power to threaten any of you as they once did. The corruption established in this kingdom by the late king, Oquin Calloum, has finally been eliminated. Now it is just a matter of protecting our virtues. Assist your neighbors by reporting any crime you witness, as we make Tryn and Koluk safe for all of its inhabitants as well. When spring comes next year, dteria will be eliminated. It will soon be the thieves who are scared of us.”
The crowd applauded again, some whistling enthusiastically.
The executioner was dressed in black, no mask. He picked up the gleaming ax leaning against the parapets and rested it on his shoulder.
If Pearson was coming to save Cason, it was now or never. I watched the skies.
Michael walked toward the executioner as the man readied his ax.
“What are you doing?” I asked. I grabbed Michael’s shirt to stop him, but he smacked me with the back of his hand.
The force of it was too much, knocking me into Reuben and sending us both into a couple others.
“It’s Michael!” I screamed as I hurried to get up. “Pearson is Michael!”
I didn’t know how it was possible, considering I had used my Identify spell just a little while ago. But there was no denying it now as “Michael” shoved the executioner away from Cason and scooped up his body as if it weighed nothing.
I ran toward them, but Pearson—the illusion of Michael fading away—jumped off the battlements just before I could get my hands on him.
I heard a few people scream my name in horror as I jumped down right after them. It was a long drop, but all it would take for Pearson to fly away was a single moment unimpeded. I couldn’t give him that moment.
The ground came at me so fast that I barely had time to get my sheet of dvinia beneath me. It slowed my momentum somewhat as I spread my body horizontally, though I did break through it and strike the ground face first.
While in considerable pain, I got up and sprinted toward Pearson as he ran through the crowd to stop the hail of arrows from our archers.
“Hold!” the king ordered them so they wouldn’t kill a bystander. Everyone was trying to sprint away from Pearson, many screaming and bumping into each other.
Soon Pearson came to a halt, Cason dangling in his arms. I knew I could grab the dteria that I felt him conjure around his body, but it had practically torn my mind asunder during my previous attempt to stop Cason from flying away. An attempt to stop Pearson would probably injure me in such a way that I would be out of the fight for good, and it might not even work.
There was only one thing I could do instead as he was about to take off. I sprinted at Pearson’s back, jumping at him and wrapping my arms and legs around his body just before he shot into the air.
I felt weightless. I couldn’t breathe for a moment, the air too intense as we arced like an arrow shot at the afternoon sun.
We started to slow for just a moment, then there was another burst of speed as he forced the ring of dteria around him to fly higher and farther. I could feel it beneath my thighs as I had my legs wrapped and locked around his stomach. It would’ve been awkward to be clutching my worst enemy in such a way, but I was too busy trying to hold on so I didn’t fall to my death.
I couldn’t believe the power of this man, whether he be demigod or not, as we flew out of the city and toward the mountains before we started to descend.
He shot a snarling look at me over his shoulder. I was certain that if an unconscious Cason wasn’t taking up his arms, Pearson would’ve tossed me away by now.
“You’re going to regret this,” he said.
Shit, maybe he was right. What the hell did I hope to accomplish?
I considered letting go to land away from him, but I was pretty sure I would crack open my head no matter how hard I tried to save myself with dvinia. I could only clutch Pearson tighter with the assumption he would have to save Cason and himself with a slowed landing.
Sure enough, a thick blanket of dteria swept us forward, eliminating our downward momentum and sending us deeper into the mountains. But soon we started to fall fast once again. At the last moment, dteria scooped us upward as we were about to hit the ground. Then it suddenly dispersed.
It was just a short drop to the ground then. I pushed Pearson away from me in the air, hoping he might come down on top of Cason and at least injure the man. But I struck the ground pretty hard myself as my head hit a patch of grass atop this mountain hill.
A bit dazed, I couldn’t get up before Pearson was trudging toward me with a furious look in his eyes. I noticed Cason on the ground behind him, slowly sitting up with confusion.
I started to take out my sword from its sheath, but Pearson backhanded the air in front of me. Hit with dteria, I flipped backward violently.
I couldn’t tell just how far or high he had thrown me, but the ground was not stopping my fall.
I straightened out as best I could to stop flipping, only to find out that the rocky ground was already right there! I had no time to catch myself.
I could only protect my head so I wouldn’t die as I was about to hit the rocks hard, but a sickening swing of momentum saved me. It swept me upward into the air again.
Nauseated, I couldn’t get my feet beneath me in time. I came down face first, but at least it was on another patch of grass.
I didn’t know why Pearson had saved me, but I was too disoriented to put up a good fight. I started to scamper backward away from where I felt him to be, but I stopped when I realized it wasn’t Pearson who’d saved me. It was a familiar woman.
She was tall, nearly my height, not an ounce of fat across her toned body. Her hair was a luminous blonde, verging on silver. Her eyes were an otherworldly blue, not a freckle on her face. She exuded a powerful presence, standing over me with purpose. She had on just a sleeveless tunic of boiled leather, with ample curves underneath. Suddenly, I recognized her as the woman who had appeared atop the apartments after the battle in the castle. She had jumped over the back wall and eluded the king’s guards.
She spoke with a smooth and confident voice, “Stay here and wait for the rest of your army.” Then she took off into the air and landed on top of the rocky hill from where I had just been thrown. I soon lost sight of her as she walked forward, seemingly to face Pearson and Cason.
I was quick to heal my minor injuries as I glanced around and tried to figure out what to do. We weren’t more than a few miles from the city. I could see a large group of soldiers coming toward us through the opening in the city wall, but they were far. Worse yet, my allies on horseback would have to dismount from their animals when they reached this rocky terrain.
I couldn’t let this woman—or demigod, I was beginning to realize—face Pearson and Cason on her own while I stood here and did nothing. There wasn’t much of a path up the rocky slope, forcing me to use my hands as much as my feet most of the way up. Fortunately, it wasn’t too high of a climb, and soon I had arrived.
“I knew you have been involved,” the woman was telling Pearson.
I didn’t know if Pearson had healed away Cason’s drowsiness, if that was even possible, or if it had simply faded. But Cason now stood just behind the man I firmly believed was a demigod, and I would’ve bet a lot of coin that this woman was one as well.
Cason’s broken chains were on the ground nearby, as well as a rock that had probably been used by Pearson to smash them.
“We made an oath,” the woman continued.
“Our father left. There is no oath anymore,” Pearson said.
“He is just testing us,” said the woman. “He is still here. I can feel him in the dvinia of the forest.”
I felt a chill down my back as I approached the woman. “Souriff?” I asked, identifying the demigod of dvinia.
She nodded as she gestured for me to get back. I had a feeling that she had no idea what I was capable of and she thought I might just get in the way. But I wasn’t going to let her fight alone…and I didn’t imagine this would end in any other way.
“Basael is gone, Souriff,” said Pearson.
“You just can’t feel him anymore because you lost touch many years ago, but even you must have some idea he’s watching. Why else would you not kill these humans directly with dteria? You fear our father will punish you.”
“There is no discussion to be had. Just leave,” Pearson demanded.
“I will after that man dies.” She pointed to Cason.
“Now who’s the one interfering?” Pearson asked rhetorically.
I noticed Cason staring at me, rage in his eyes. It was as if these demigods didn’t exist, and he was already plotting my demise. Perhaps he was still enraged from what we’d done to him while he was in a prison cell.
“I am not interfering,” Souriff said. “He was to be executed by the humans and you interfered. I am only correcting the issue you caused.”
The demigods stared at each other. There seemed to be something unspoken between them.
“I’m more powerful than you now,” Pearson told her.
“You might be, but you are still not strong enough to kill me without waking our brother.”
She must be referring to Airinold. So the stories are true.
Airinold was the creator of dteria, but he was later imprisoned by his father, Basael, for his terrible creation. However, after the Day of Death, when much of the forest was destroyed in a fiery explosion, Basael disappeared. Airinold then broke out of imprisonment. More powerful than the rest of his siblings, he planned to hunt them down and kill them. He transformed himself into Gourfist, a massive winged creature, to aid in his search for the other demigods. Over the years, the creature—or perhaps the dteria—took over Airinold’s mind. He lost his intellect to the savage instincts of the beast. Now he lay dormant in Curdith Forest and only awoke for a few days every few decades.
But his waking did not seem to be random anymore. Based on what Souriff had said, it seemed that he was still in touch with the sorcery of his siblings. He could feel when one of the demigods used too much power. That’s when he would wake and search for them, and it was the fear of this that prevented Pearson from using his full strength.
“You saw what dteria did to Airinold,” Souriff said. “The same thing will happen to you.”
I could see from Pearson’s frustrated expression, however, that her words were not getting through.
“We are leaving,” he stated.
“You are not leaving with that man. I don’t know who he is, but I can only assume he’s valuable to you because of his strength with dteria.”
“He was the leader of the dark mages,” I explained. “Until we found out Pearson was really in charge. His name is Cason Clay, and he was going to be executed. You’re right. He’s killed many people and should not go free.”
“If you try to follow us,” Pearson told Souriff, “I won’t hesitate to kill you. If it wakes our brother, it wakes him.”
“We made an oath!” she shouted as she made two claws out of her hands, surrounding Cason with dvinia that I could feel as if it were fire. “Kill him, human,” she told me as she raised her hand, and Cason lifted from the ground.
I didn’t hesitate, drawing my weapon and charging Cason. But Pearson clutched me with dteria and hoisted me up.
“I can hold yours much longer than you can hold mine,” he said. “Let him down. Then I will take Cason and be off. Or I can kill you. Make your choice.”
“I’m alert enough to get myself out of these mountains,” Cason said as he struggled against the dvinia, his hands pushing against the rippling clear energy around his waist. “Just get her to drop me.”
Pearson let me go and hit his sister with a blast of dteria. Her body whipped back, but she stopped midair—the demigod catching herself with dvinia—and soared straight at Cason.
She tackled him as he started to get dteria around himself, the two of them rolling toward the edge.
I was running there as they tumbled, but so was Pearson. He swatted me away with dteria, sending me spiraling through the air.
I landed on the grass and rolled a while before coming to a stop. One of my fingers seemed to be badly dislocated.
I healed myself, then ran back toward the fight. I watched Souriff pin down Cason physically as she hoisted Pearson up with dvinia.
But her success at stopping both of them was short-lived.
A quick back and forth broke out as the siblings hit each other with mana. Most of their battle took place in the air. Souriff was the busier of the two as she tried to keep Cason pinned down with dvinia while keeping herself from flying off too far every time Pearson struck her with dteria.
I was just about there when Pearson struck her so hard with dteria that she couldn’t seem to stop herself. She spiraled a hundred yards off the cliff and out toward the sea below.
I made it there and grabbed Cason’s dteria with my three octaves of G as he tried to lift himself. I was more ready for it this time, preparing my mind for the strain as he tried to take off.
An incredible pain went through my head, but it didn’t take me down to my knees. Cason lifted about a foot before he fell forward.
But then Pearson grabbed him with energy, and there was nothing I could hope to do.
Cason shot into the sky, growing smaller and smaller as he flew up. Soon his trajectory changed as he arced toward the southern forest. But then Souriff intercepted him high in the air. Together they spiraled back down.
Pearson made a sound of shock as he took off toward them. I was helpless as I watched from far below. Now it was Pearson who intercepted Souriff and Cason, the three of them defying gravity as they engaged in some sort of high-altitude battle. There were too far away for me to make out much.
Suddenly, Cason was tossed out of the group. He was in freefall as he spiraled toward the mountains where I remained.
But he started to gain control of himself. His momentum shifted at the last moment, and he came down gracefully.
When I noticed Michael’s sword in his hand, I realized in horror that he had come down toward me on purpose.
I had barely enough time to heal my minor injury, dissolving the pain in my head, before he started walking toward me.
“You could’ve escaped,” I said as I finished subtly healing.
“Valinox will hold her until I’m done with you. Then I will escape just fine.”
“I didn’t know I was so important to you,” I teased, hoping Cason was wrong about Souriff not coming down to help.
“You might’ve been, had you chosen the winning side. Now you are just an inconvenience.”
He came at me confidently as he lifted his free hand, picking me up with dteria.
I grabbed his energy and pushed it down and away. It broke apart, allowing me to land.
He stopped with a look of frustration, then picked me up again.
I broke the thick ring of dteria once more.
I couldn’t help but smirk. “Starting to realize you’ve made a terrible mistake?”
But then I was hit with such a force of dteria that it knocked the wind out of my lungs. I flew back, rolling across the ground as I gasped for air.
As soon as I stopped, I managed to get my sword up to prevent Cason from slicing open my skull, but my weapon was taken out of my hands.
I threw him away from me with dvinia. My breath returning, I fetched and picked up my sword. But he struck my shoulder with dteria before I could turn to face him.
It felt as if I’d been punched by a giant with a soft hand. It still hurt like hell and sent me a few yards closer to a ledge. It wasn’t a straight drop down to the rocky ground, but it was steep enough that I would have no hope of stopping until I bounced and rolled all the way down the slope.
I charged Cason mostly to create some distance from the edge. I made a wall of dvinia in front of me.
It just about negated his next punch of energy. I quickly made another defensive barrier to block another attack, and then a third after.
By the fourth, I had lost too much stamina. His dteria broke through and knocked me onto my back.
I wasn’t used to casting continuously. It was exhausting.
Cason looked as if he was just getting started as he rushed me at a sprint.
I rolled out of the way of the swing of his sword, then got to my knees and fell backward to avoid another mighty swing, which gave me just enough distance to get to my feet. I blocked his third swing, but then he punched—his fist falling short and energy coming out from his hand.
The blow was so powerful that I knew I wasn’t going to be landing on the ledge. I dropped my sword to put all my focus into casting as the ground came at me quickly.
I waited until the last moment, tucking my arms underneath my face as I formed a thick barrier of dvinia between the ground and myself.
I struck the cushiony energy hard, the pressure on my mind too much to bear.
I awoke with a horrible pain in my head. I had multiple cuts, blood in my eyes. I couldn’t seem to wipe it away.
I wasn’t going to be able to see until I healed myself.
By the time I finished closing the gash over my eyes and wiping away the blood, I found Cason right in front of me about to jam his sword through my chest. I had no weapon to block it, no time to find the four familiar notes of dvinia, at least not with any power behind the spell.
All I could do was turn and take the stab into the side of my arm.
I screamed as I felt it break through my bone, the force of it sending me stumbling away as Cason pulled the sword free. He swung hard at my head, but I ducked as I grabbed my horrible wound.
He probably thought I would heal, but I had only one option, surprise. I suddenly stopped retreating. Lowering my good shoulder—my stronger, right shoulder—I charged into and bashed Cason in his chest as he tried to swing at me.
Continuing with all my strength, I hoisted him off the ground and slammed him down. He might’ve been stronger than me with mana, but I was stronger in every other way.
I put my good arm across his throat and leaned on it with all my weight as I healed myself.
He tried to get me off physically at first, but soon he gave up and blasted me with dteria.
I didn’t care. I had healed my arm by then, and there was no ledge to fall off anymore. He’d picked up my friend’s weapon again.
I looked around and found my sword near the bottom of the slope. I ran for it, but so did he.
He tried to strike me with dteria on the way there, but I was ready with my wall of dvinia.
Negating his attack, I picked up my sword.
He tried to engage me with a stab of his blade, but I easily swept his weapon out of the way.
He seemed scared for the first time as I took the offensive and showed him just how much better I was with the sword. He couldn’t keep up as I jabbed and swiped, never giving him an opening to counter, never giving him a breath to cast.
It took just about no time for me to get through and jam my sword up into his ribs. He screamed as he stumbled backward. Dropping his sword, he put both hands over his wound, no doubt to heal.
Go ahead, I thought as I charged. I didn’t care about him closing the wound near his stomach so long as I pierced his heart.
He tried to strike me with dteria, but I had my own wall of dvinia up.
His eyes widened in shock as he clearly realized this would be the end of him.
Something heavy came down on top of me and slammed me to the ground. I felt a man on top of me after, as heavy as a boulder. He grabbed me by my hair and exposed my throat.
“Kill him.” It was Pearson’s—no, Valinox’s—voice.
Cason had closed his wound by then. He bent down as if to pick up his sword, but stopped in obvious shock as he noticed something behind me.
“There’s no time,” Cason said as he moved his hands to his sides in some spell.
Then I noticed the dteria around him.
Thinking I had some idea what he saw behind me, I knew I just had to stop him for another moment and this would all be over. I reached out my free hand as Valinox sat on my back, casting with lG, G, and uG to grab Cason’s energy with as much strength as I could.
He went nowhere.
“He’s holding me down! You need to lift me!” Cason said as he panted in exhaustion.
Pearson jumped up from me. I felt a great surge of dteria around Cason.
I cursed inwardly as I wasn’t sure exactly what this was going to do to me, but I wasn’t about to let him go free after all of this if I could help it. I grabbed Pearson’s energy with all the strength of my mind.
Something in my skull tore.




CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

I heard animalistic noises that made little sense to me as I faded in and out of consciousness. I wanted to get up and fight, but there was a blinding light in front of my eyes and a searing pain through my head.
I put my hands up to my temples and focused on the notes I needed, pushing my mana to the right frequencies until I felt it was ready. Then I pushed the spell out of me.
My mana went back into my body through my head, coursing through me with incredibly painful healing power. It was almost too much to bear.
Cason was just a bloodied corpse on the ground, I saw, and a group of male krepps was hissing with great smiles as if proud. Grufaeragar leaned down in front of me.
“Jon, you hurt?”
I shook my head. “What happened?”
“We kill Cason! Other fly high.” His yellow eyes found something behind me. “Souriff!”
I turned to see her landing gracefully near us. The rest of our army was quickly approaching.
“Good work, krepps,” Souriff said. “Any slower and Cason would’ve escaped.”
“We happy please Souriff and human allies. Great honor!”
“Honor!” echoed many of the other krepps as they beat their chests and hissed.
Souriff then told me, “I don’t know how you kept Cason from escaping, but I’m sure it wasn’t easy.”
I nodded and looked around, still in a daze from everything that had happened. Through blurred vision I could faintly make out more people coming our way, allies most likely.
Souriff pulled me up as I asked, “So Pearson is Valinox, the demigod of mtalia?”
“Yes.” She looked over at the dozens of soldiers almost to us.
I gasped as I realized something. “Michael!”
“Who?”
“If Valinox used Michael as an illusion, then where is Michael really?” I was angry I hadn’t thought of it earlier. “He’s probably hurt.” I couldn’t bring myself to suggest another possibility, that perhaps the traitor had killed him and hid his body.
“Where might he be?” Souriff asked.
I thought back to the last time I had spoken with him. It was just before we’d gone into our rooms to prepare for the execution.
“The castle—the apartments. I’m sure his body was hidden somewhere in there.”
I felt sick using the word “body” for my friend.
“Let’s go.” She turned around and allowed me to climb on her strong back.
Reuben was just arriving, the first of the army. He was the best rider, though he’d had to leave his horse a ways back.
“Jon, what happened?” he shouted between gasps of breath. “What are you doing on that woman’s back?”
“Michael’s hurt back at the castle! Let’s go, Souriff.”
“Hold on tight.”
“What? Wait!” Reuben yelled, but we didn’t have the time.
I almost slipped off from the incredible speed in which she hurled us upward with dvinia. What a feeling, though, now that I was a little more used to it. We soared much higher than even the tallest of trees.
Just as we started to slow in the air, I felt another ring of dvinia wrapping around my legs and her waist. She hurled us higher and farther, the city wall passing so far below that it was just a thin line.
Soon we started to come down. It didn’t look like we would make it to the castle, but there was another shift of momentum, a burst of dvinia throwing us sideways.
We were coming down straight onto the apartments of the castle. My jaw was aching again, making me realize that I was gritting my teeth together in fear, our speed much too fast.
“Keep holding tight,” she said and encased us with dvinia.
We slowed suddenly at first, then more gradually as she pulled her dvinia up against gravity. By the time we reached the roof of the apartments, we were drifting at a slow enough pace for her to land safely with me still on her back.
I had only guesses as to what might happen to a demigod who fell from such a height without slowing first. I assumed they could die, given Valinox’s threats against Souriff earlier, but I imagined it would take a lot more to kill one of them compared to a human.
I climbed down from the roof to Michael’s windowsill. His window was already open. Pearson had probably come through here, maybe even while cloaked. I still had to ask Souriff exactly what he was capable of. I really hoped she wouldn’t leave as I checked Michael’s room.
“Jon!” I heard the king shouting from somewhere on the battlements. “What happened? Who is that woman?”
I yelled over my shoulder, out the window, as I looked around Michael’s room, “Michael’s in trouble. And she’s Souriff.”
I didn’t see him anywhere. I got to the ground to look under his bed.
My heart dropped. There he was, motionless.
I couldn’t drag him out because he was face down, his limbs bent awkwardly. Clearly, he was thrown under the bed without care.
“Michael?” I crawled under the bed.
My breaths were deafening in the confined space. I pulled on his shoulder to turn him over. He flopped lifelessly.
I put my ear over his mouth. I heard breathing.
I checked his pulse. It was faint.
I patted his cheeks roughly. “Michael.”
He didn’t reply. I put my hands on his chest and pushed out my mana to see what it would tell me. There was a curse inside of him. I was just about to engage it when a voice interrupted me.
“Is he alive?” Souriff asked near the bed.
“Yes, but he’s cursed.”
“I might be able to remove the curse for you.”
“No, I’ve got this. Just help me get him out from under the bed.”
“You can remove curses?” she asked as we took hold of his legs and pulled him out.
“I can, and I have.”
“You are quite young to remove curses, are you not?”
I didn’t want to tell a demigod to be quiet as I focused, so I just chose not to answer her.
I casted the three octaves of F, pinpointing my mana at the curse keeping Michael unconscious. It took just a moment for me to destroy it.
The curse wasn’t as bad as I’d feared. In fact, the one I had removed from Pamela seemed stronger. It made me wonder. Was it not Pearson—Valinox, I corrected myself—who had cursed Michael? It might’ve been the traitor, who was still with us.
“Jon, what happened?” asked the king as he rushed into Michael’s room. Then he crouched over Michael. “Is he all right?”
Before I could answer, Michael awoke, one eye squinting open. His face showed that he was in great pain, probably from how roughly Pearson had handled him after he fell unconscious.
While he was still groggy, I quickly healed him one limb at a time. His injuries weren’t severe, but they were prevalent.
He stopped groaning by the time I finished. His eyes opened fully.
“What the hell?” There was a drunken slur to his words. “I must had had too much da-drink last night. Wait!” He glanced around in alarm. “Not issince morning. I memember tha morning! The hellsis going on!”
“You were cursed,” I explained.
“So das why I was so happy so suddenly.” He was starting to sound a little better. “I memember happy, then so tired.”
“You should lie down,” I said as I guided him toward his bed.
“No! I dwill enjoy dis.” He chuckled.
“Michael,” the king said. “I’m very glad you are all right, but I need you to sit down and be quiet. Can you do that for me?”
Michael suddenly looked very serious. “I’ll do that. For you, sire.” He stumbled over and fell into the chair near his desk.
“It’s past time we met,” the king told Souriff as he offered his hand. “I’m Nykal Lennox.”
“Souriff.” They shook hands.
The handshake lasted a while, the king not uttering a word. Eventually, she looked a little concerned.
He cleared his throat as she dropped his hand. “Forgive me,” he said. “I have never met a demigod before. I am a little stunned.”
It was starting to sink in for me as well. It was one thing to witness a demigod and another to shake hands with her.
“Yes, there’s a reason we have been so elusive. Our father told us not to interfere with human warfare, but that has changed recently because Valinox has involved himself greatly in this war. You may know him as Pearson.”
The king nodded.
“Allow me to explain myself,” Souriff said.
“Please,” the king replied.
I noticed a few guards shyly entering Michael’s large quarters, others watching from the hall. Barrett was among them. My peers would be disappointed that they would miss this conversation, as I imagined Souriff was probably too busy with her own affairs to stay for long, so I would have to make sure to remember as many details as I could for them.
“My visit to the krepps was the first time in many years that I identified myself to a mortal,” she explained. “It was only because I didn’t have another choice. My brother had already begun interfering. I knew Lycast would not be able to survive a war against Rohaer, which has Valinox’s support because they promote the spread of dteria. Especially if the krepps turned aggressive toward you as well.”
“I can’t thank you enough for helping us,” the king said.
“There’s no need to thank me or my sister, Failina, who continues to help you as well.”
“The endless snowstorm?” the king asked.
“Yes, she keeps the path blocked between Rohaer and here so their army cannot march. However, she won’t be able to keep up the snowstorm indefinitely. All of my siblings are old, as am I. We don’t have the same power we used to. Valinox is the only one who’s become more powerful recently. He gained control of dteria after Airinold lost it. He plans to corrupt as many people as he can until he’s strong enough to defeat us and Gourfist.”
“Why didn’t you come to help us earlier?” I asked as politely as I could. I figured there was a good reason.
“I was busy in Rohaer. My brother has done a lot of damage in that kingdom, spreading dteria far and wide. I was trying to undo the damage I could, but recently I felt a great surge of power here in Lycast. That’s when I knew he was here and most likely up to something detrimental to this kingdom. I can’t stay much longer now. I don’t want my brother to go into hiding again. I plan to follow him.”
“What about your father?” I asked. “You mentioned Basael a few times when you confronted Valinox. Do you really feel him in the dvinia of Curdith Forest?”
“I do. I know he’s alive. I believe he’s watching, testing. My brother must believe the same, or he would’ve killed the humans who stood against him. It was centuries ago that we all took an oath that we wouldn’t kill or interfere in human warfare. Our father was there.”
“He has killed,” the king explained. “He threw one man off the third floor of my keep, for example, and that man died when he struck the floor.”
“Could the man’s death have been an accident?” Souriff asked.
“I suppose.”
She nodded. “Just like with every oath sworn through ordia, intention is all.”
“Demigods follow the same rules of ordia?” I asked.
“We follow all the rules of the magical arts. We live in the same world as humans, elves, and krepps. We created the magical arts, but none of us has found a way to break our own rules except maybe Airinold, when he transformed into Gourfist. To this day, I still don’t know how he was able to change form without it being a mere illusion. Perhaps it was a curse of dteria, and that’s why it took control of him eventually.
“Airinold was born much stronger than the rest of us,” Souriff continued. “As a result, dteria is the strongest magical art of all. I don’t believe even he knew the full capabilities of its power. It’s this notion that has enticed so many sorcerers. Power obtained with little effort can become an addiction on its own because it dissolves the fulfillment of obtaining strength through real effort.”
Her head darted toward the window. “My brother. I feel him using more dteria. I must be leaving.”
“Is there a method by which we can contact you?” the king asked. “A callring?”
“I’m not your guardian who can be summoned, though I am on your side. I will be doing what I must to ensure Valinox does not win this war, but you are not to rely on me for anything besides impeding my brother. I don’t expect Valinox to fight humans directly, out of fear that Basael or Gourfist will destroy him. The worst he can do is steal and pillage. The only scenario in which I will attack human dteria users would be if Valinox breaks our oath first and he is not swiftly destroyed as I expect him to be.”
“Would the other demigods fight with you in this case?” the king asked.
“I can’t speak for Nijja, who has removed herself from this world for many years now. I believe only Failina and I would face Valinox, and we may not be enough to stop him. We can only hope that the oath still holds power. Failina and I will be impeding the efforts of our brother as much as we can, but none of my siblings are gods. These days we are more human than divine. Prepare to face Rohaer yourselves, as we can only delay them.”
She ran to the window and jumped out, then took off into the sky.
“Good god,” Michael exclaimed as he stood up. He sounded like his old self. “We really just met Souriff?”
“That was definitely her,” the king concluded, taking just a single moment to look out the window as she disappeared far in the sky.
By the time he was done and looking back me, his expression was as if there were now more important matters to worry about than a simple meeting with a demigod.
“I take it Cason escaped?” he asked dubiously.
“No. He’s dead, sire,” I told him definitively.
Nykal smiled. “Are you sure?”
“Absolutely, and we have the krepps to thank for that. They were the first ones to arrive as I fought him with Souriff helping. If we’d had to wait for our human allies, Cason would’ve gotten away with Valinox’s help.”
“Let me make sure I understand this. You engaged in combat with Cason and Valinox, you and Souriff against the two of them?”
“Yes, in the mountains.”
“Tell me exactly how it happened. Spare no details.”
I wasn’t sure I had ever seen the king interested in more than just what he needed to know, but it seemed that the meeting with Souriff had brought out a different side of him. For the first time since I could remember, he looked relaxed as he casually sat on Michael’s bed.
“I would be happy to, sire, but is there something we should be doing now? Souriff makes it seem like it will take everything we have to prepare for Rohaer.”
“I appreciate everything Souriff is doing for us, but I don’t believe she knows us humans as well as she knows her siblings. Human strength does not come only from work and preparation, but also from rest and from joy. Now it’s time we take a brief rest. I’m sure I’m not the only one in this room who would like to hear what happened. There is just one matter.” He found Barrett among the group of guards listening. “You’ll make an announcement, councilman?”
“What should it be about, sire?”
“That Cason is dead and his body will be arriving back at the castle shortly. For the naysayers to witness for themselves, of course.”
“Nothing of the demigods?” Barrett asked.
“Many people saw Valinox in person today. Let them speak of ‘Pearson’s’ power and express their fear. We need as many people as possible to understand the kind of threat we’re facing. I’m sure rumors of the presence of demigods will begin circulating quickly whether or not we address them. That is good enough for me right now. We can decide what type of announcement to make, if any, depending on how the rumors manifest.”
Barrett nodded and left.
“Now you may tell us what happened, Jon.”
“All right.”
I felt a little uncomfortable going through all the details, especially as dozens of people had come into Michael’s room to listen. Even a few of the castle workers had squeezed in and packed the room.
It wasn’t a long tale, fortunately. Soon the king was thanking me and ordering everyone back to work. He was the last to leave the room, besides me and Michael.
He stopped and told us, “Take the rest of the day off, and tell the rest of the sorcerers the same when they return. I’m sure they will want to hear all about Souriff.”
“Does that mean we’re permitted to leave the castle?” Michael asked.
“Not yet,” the king said sadly. “I still believe someone here could be working with Valinox. I need just a little more time, Michael.”
“I understand, sire.”
I started to worry that maybe the king was out of ideas as to how to weed out this person. But I appreciated his earlier advice. It was important to appreciate moments like this when they came. I wasn’t going to worry myself right now. It was time to rest, finally. We had months before Rohaer’s troops would be able to march.
Michael and I were the last to leave his room, and we did so together.
He smiled as he shook his head. “I can’t believe that was really Souriff.”
I still hadn’t given myself a moment to figure out what I thought. I supposed it was a relief to know that at least two of the demigods were on our side, even if one wasn’t. I did wonder about Nijja, the creator of ordia. According to legend, she lived in the fae world, its entrance in Curdith Forest guarded by Gourfist.
I was still stunned by it all, I figured, as I still didn’t seem to have any reaction. I would have to wait to see what happened before I could really figure out what I thought about all of this.
“I wish I could tell my father what I saw today,” Michael said.
That put a sad smile on my face. “Me, too.”




CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

Later that night
It had been difficult for Remi to stay up late into the night. She had been careful not to drink too much during tonight’s celebration. She was fearful the king might curse them again, but it hadn’t seemed to be the case.
It had been hard the first time for Remi to keep her secret. She had wanted to divulge it to Charlie the entire time she was dancing with and kissing him. She didn’t know what to think of her behavior that night. It seemed that Charlie had wanted a repeat this night, asking her to dance a few times, but she politely declined as she kept as much distance from him and the others that she could without arousing too much suspicion.
The rest of them had spent the evening in the dining hall, quietly sipping on ale at first, though it soon descended into boisterous laughter as the night had dragged on. Remi couldn’t enjoy herself, not when she had to sneak out of the castle and feared what might happen if she was caught.
But this was too important to pass up.
She had devised this plan for a while now. It was finally time to act now that everyone was asleep. She climbed out of her window. It was a somewhat far drop to the ground if she was to fall, but if that happened, she would just claim to have made a drunken decision to walk around the courtyard and asked Jon to heal her. They shouldn’t suspect that she was the traitor from just that.
She didn’t fall, fortunately, and soon she’d climbed up to the roof of the apartments. There was already a rope coiled up that she had stashed here a while ago, hidden against a chimney where it could not be seen by the guards who patrolled the battlements or from the windows of the keep nearby.
This whole plan was made possible by one guard in particular who was lazy in his duties. Soon it would be his shift, and it wouldn’t be much longer before he was dozing off.
She waited for that moment. It didn’t take long. Then she secured the rope around the chimney and threw the other end over the back wall of the castle.
Remi started to climb down carefully. It would be a long drop now if she were to fall. With her heart thumping in her chest, she made her way down a little quicker now, as she could no longer provide an excuse if she was to be seen.
She wished she didn’t have to do this right now, but there was not going to be another opportunity. Everyone had been relaxed this night, celebrating the end of their struggles against the dark mages in Lycast. She ran down the empty streets, the capital’s curfew still in effect even with just about all of the dark mages gone.
Just about all, she repeated in her mind. The king was probably aware that a few were scattered around, but he didn’t know who they were or what they intended to do. Remi knew of one of them, however.
Soon she arrived at her destination. The witch’s house wasn’t large or extravagant in any way, and that was partly how Remi knew to trust the woman. Remi liked to think that she had gotten to know the witch well.
Remi had met this woman long before Remi had any idea that she might be a sorcerer of the king later. But like every witch, the woman needed something from Remi in order to perform her spell, and it wasn’t just payment. On the outside of Remi’s pouch in black ink was the simple symbol the woman had told Remi to inscribe. Remi figured it was just so the witch would know who to curse, or it might’ve had something to do with the curse. She didn’t know.
Within the pouch was a gold coin—the price they’d agreed upon months ago—and a single hair. She had taken it from Josef’s arm with her left hand when she had struck him in the face with her right fist. She would’ve had to wrestle the man like a wildcat and come out with one of his hairs if she hadn’t been so lucky the first time. She was just about sure he hadn’t noticed her taking it. No one else seemed to, either.
It wasn’t enough that Josef had been banned from the capital. She had to make sure he didn’t ever force himself on another girl as he had on Remi one night, long after she had discontinued service for him.
Yes, she had traded her body one time for his instruction on how to turn her mana into fire, but that did not give him the right to break into her room at an inn long after, drunk and abusive, muffling her screams with his hand as he threatened her with a knife.
She knew she could have reported him for the emotional and physical pain he’d inflicted on her, but she wasn’t sure it would do any good. Besides, she wanted her own revenge. And she didn’t want him to know she was planning anything, which he probably would figure out if she got the guards involved.
It was soon after that terrible night that she had started looking for a way to curse him. Now more than ever, it had to be done. Otherwise, he might soon be too far away for it to work.
There would be even fewer authorities to watch over Josef as he roamed the small towns of Lycast. He could run rampant if he wasn’t stopped, but this curse should cease function to a specific part of his body that would keep every girl in Lycast safe from him violating them.
She just had to push the pouch into the small slot in the woman’s door, and now Remi was done.
She returned to the castle very quickly, greatly fearful someone might’ve seen her leave and assumed she had gone out to meet with Valinox or some other dark mage who plotted against the king.
She had been honest in Curdith Forest, when Kataleya had made everyone speak about their past. She had absolutely no reason to work against the king. Training in the castle was a dream come true.
She figured if she was caught she would be able to explain herself. It would probably mean turning in the witch, which she would hate to do, but like she had said in the forest, she would do anything to remain at the castle.
The witch was a good woman. She did not curse for a living. She did it to make a better world. Remi figured there were others who had found a way to use dteria for a good purpose. Not everyone skillful in the dark magical art should be imprisoned. The king himself had used a curse just the other night. However, if Remi was to speak her mind, it would only lead to suspicion. She was used to keeping her dark thoughts to herself anyway, as prevalent as they were.
Remi climbed back up the wall and continued pulling herself up the dangling rope all the way to the roof of the apartments. She didn’t bother checking to see if she was seen. She would know soon enough as she pulled the rope up, her heart racing.
Soon she’d gathered it all and hid it behind the chimney in the spot no one could see as she caught her breath. There she waited.
After some time, she started to relax. I think I’m just about to get away with this.
Now she just had to climb down to her window and get back into her room, and no one would ever know.
She halted. She thought she saw something, a blur as if someone had a spell of invisibility on them. They seemed to be walking across the roof, shifting heat waves in the silhouette of a man, their back to Remi.
Valinox?
He stopped at the edge, where the windows of everyone’s rooms were just below him. She thought about hiding behind the chimney, but she feared that moving might make a sound and alert him of her presence.
The nearly invisible silhouette floated off, then disappeared below the roof of the apartments. She didn’t know what he planned to do, but she had to assume this was Valinox returning for some nefarious purpose. He couldn’t kill anyone. Souriff had confirmed this to Jon. So what was he doing here during the night? Something to do with the traitor, she assumed.
Remi tiptoed back to the chimney where she hid and waited. She thought about shouting, but then she would have to explain why she was on the roof.
You are not going to let him get away just because you are afraid of punishment. You will shout when it’s time and deal with the repercussions.
If she made a sound too early, however, she would never find out who he was working with.
It didn’t take long for him to return to the roof. Remi didn’t risk taking a look as she had returned to hide behind the chimney and merely listened to his footsteps. Then she heard a soft thud and felt the air move.
She took a look. He wasn’t there any longer. He had probably flown off.
She tiptoed back across the roof of the apartments, fearful one of the other sorcerers—the traitor—might be awake and hear her footsteps on the roof. She positioned herself over the ledge and dropped slowly until her feet reached her windowsill. There were guards around the battlements, but most of them had their attention turned outward.
She looked around for any sign of contact he’d made. That’s when she noticed something on someone’s windowsill not far from her.
A ring. A callring, certainly. Valinox must’ve left it. Whose window was it?
She went through the rooms in her mind until she figured it out.
Eden! How could you?
Remi didn’t want to believe it—she felt closer to Eden than to anyone else—but she had to admit that it made the most sense.
Now it was time to tell the guards, and not in a way that would alert Eden that Remi knew her secret. Perhaps they could use this to catch not only Eden but Valinox as well.
But Remi couldn’t get to a guard through her room because it was locked from the outside at night.
She started to climb back onto the roof, all the while wondering how she was going to notify the guards without admitting what she was doing on the roof. Before she could figure it out, something wrapped up her whole body. Panicked, she tried to scream, but the energy was strong and thick across her mouth.
She squirmed against it as her voice was muffled. She couldn’t seem to break free.
It picked her up and floated her across the roof. Then it pressed her against the one side of the chimney on the corner of the roof that no one could see.
Valinox appeared in front of her. It didn’t look as if it took any effort for him to hold dteria around her, anger in his silvery eyes.
He flicked the ring on his finger several times. He was signaling to the callring he’d put on Eden’s windowsill. Did that mean Eden had fetched it already? If so, she might’ve already seen Remi climbing back up.
There wasn’t much time. Remi continued to fight the dteria as Valinox stared at her callously. She tried to set fire to him, but it just burned her hand as the dteria blocked her mana from getting out. She tried to scream louder, but she couldn’t get through the muffling energy.
He can’t kill me, she told herself as she relaxed a little. He’s going to have to let go at some point for Eden to do it.
Then she would scream her lungs out.
Eden hovered up onto the roof like one of those powerful dark mages. Remi didn’t know if it was Valinox causing her to float over or if she was doing it herself.
Nonetheless, Remi cursed Eden, though no words got through as she thrashed in fury.
“This one saw me,” Valinox whispered to Eden.
Eden dropped onto the roof and walked the rest of the way until all three of them stood behind the chimney.
“Are we safe here?” Eden asked. She looked somewhat upset, or perhaps just annoyed.
“Seems so. Who is she?”
“Remi Ryler. What was she doing here?”
“I don’t know. She was behind me when I dropped off the callring, and there’s a rope here.” He gestured at it near his feet. “Seems like she just came back from somewhere.”
“Strange. Well, everything is going to change now,” Eden said as she calmly held out her hand for something.
Valinox took the knife from the holder on his belt and passed it to her.
Remi tried her hardest to shout. She squirmed and screamed against the dteria until she exhausted herself.
“I wish I could ask what the hell you were doing on the roof,” Eden said. “But we can’t have you screaming.”
Remi suddenly realized that no matter what, her life was over. Defeated, she stopped fighting. Even if she did manage to scream, they would kill her the moment she opened her mouth. She just wanted to know why Eden would do this. Why? Why?
She shouted the question over and over, the energy muffling her, though a partial sound of the word did come through.
Eden let down the knife as she seemed to understand.
“Kill her,” Valinox said. “Someone could find us for all I know, and your work isn’t finished.”
“She deserves to know,” Eden said. “This war is going to be won by Rohaer, Remi, because they support Valinox. Everyone who stands against dteria will die. The only hope for people who care to live is not to stand against Valinox. Many lives could’ve been saved if Grufaeragar had been slain and Nykal had relinquished power to Cason once hope was lost. No war would’ve been needed. Now many are going to perish. Shame, but the result will be the same. Valinox wins this.”
Remi could feel the energy shifting, a gap opening around her neck as the dteria was split between her face and her body. She could swing her head around now, but it didn’t do any good.
Eden gripped the knife tightly, but Remi could see hesitation in her eyes.
“You sure you can’t kill one person?” Eden asked Valinox. “I won’t be able to explain blood on my clothes if any comes into contact with me.”
Was that really the only thing stopping her? She was just worried about blood on her clothes?
Remi looked for something in Eden’s eyes, a speck of human decency.
Remi had spoken with Cason at length when she’d gone into the dungeons with Aliana and Jon, and he had cared about no one, this was abundantly clear. But Eden seemed to be different. Remi still saw the old Eden as she looked at her closely, the Eden who’d made her laugh, the Eden who she’d thought of as her friend.
So it hurt that much more when Remi realized that it was because of her friend that she was going to die.
“Even this use of power might be sensed by my sister, who has been following me, and a murder might bring about my brother and ruin everything. It’s not worth the risk. Blood on your clothes is a small risk if you use a dteria grip as you’ve been taught.”
A tear fell down Remi’s cheek as Eden floated the dagger into the air with dteria. This was how Remi was going to die, with her friend using dteria to jam a dagger into the side of her neck. There was no honor in that.
More than fear, she felt overwhelming sadness.
“I’m sorry, Remi,” Eden whispered. “I’ve always appreciated you for your independence. I thought perhaps one day I might convince you to join us. This really is a pity.”
“As soon as it’s done, return to your room,” Valinox said. “I’ll get the guard’s attention afterward to make it look like I did this. Use the callring when the king is dead, but don’t wait too long.”
So she plans to kill the king. That’s why she hasn’t left yet.
“I know. I just need a little more time to figure out how to break the harbinger’s contract.”
“Just kill the harbinger, and it will be easy. I have spent too long here. You’re on your own as soon as you kill the girl. Do it now.”
Eden flicked her wrist. The dagger drove into the side of Remi’s neck.
The pain was unlike anything she’d experienced before, but it didn’t compare to her crushing despair.
Life had been so cruel to her. Only recently did she finally have something to live for.
At least her death would be quick as she felt her blood gushing out. Soon all her pain would be over.
Everything went hazy, but she could’ve sworn she saw Aliana charging up behind Eden. Yes it really was her!
The ranger must’ve sensed people on the roof. Thank the gods Aliana had been awake and thought to use her ability! Remi’s life was over, but at least Eden’s true nature could no longer remain in hiding.
“Guards!” Aliana screamed. “Help!”
*****
I awoke to the sounds of Aliana shouting for the guards. At first I thought it was a drunken dream, but then her voice became clear as a bell.
“Help! Help!”
Suddenly wide awake, I darted to my window. Aliana sounded to be on the roof, and there was no other way up than to climb from my windowsill.
I got up there quickly, but I was stunned frozen by the sight. Remi lay near the chimney in a pool of blood. She didn’t appear to be alive. Valinox held Aliana in the air as a floating dagger seemed ready to pierce Aliana’s neck.
Eden noticed me, her eyes wide. “Stop Jon, Valinox!”
“Kill the girl already!” Valinox shouted.
He closed his hand, constricting me with dteria and hoisted me up. I pushed against his mana with my own spell as I watched his face change from the strain.
“Hurry up,” Valinox said. “He’s not easy to hold.”
I could hear shouting in the distance, guards taking notice.
“Just get us out of here,” Eden said. It looked as if she was hesitating, her hand out, the dagger floating near Aliana.
“If you are loyal, you will do it!” Valinox demanded. “I might not get a better chance to kill these sorcerers! Do it!”
Aliana screamed as she lifted her legs to protect herself. The dagger went into her thigh as if Eden made a mistake, or perhaps she just couldn’t bring herself to kill Aliana.
An arrow sailed over everyone’s head, Eden and Valinox flinching as they ducked.
“Get us out of here or I’m dead!” Eden shouted.
Aliana was shouting, her hands near her wound. “How could you do this, Eden! I thought we were friends!”
“We were. You don’t understand.”
Two more arrows barely missed everyone.
Reuben charged out in front of me, heading straight for Eden. He must’ve climbed up soon after me.
Valinox dropped me, then tossed his hand up. Eden shot into the sky. Reuben fell onto the roof as he dove at her too late. Valinox seemed disappointed as he looked us over. Then he shot into the sky as well.
“What is happening up there?” I heard Kataleya calling from her window. But it was Aliana’s voice that I followed.
“Jon, save Remi!”
I was already darting toward her, but it looked like I was too late. There was so much blood—from a gaping hole in her neck.
I fell into the puddle of red not knowing exactly how to begin. Was it even the wound in her neck anymore that was killing her or had her heart stopped?
I put one hand over her neck and the other over her chest. Reuben held her wrist, his thumbs feeling for signs of heartbeat, as I started to heal.
His words passed through one ear and out the other. “I’m not feeling anything, Jon.”
I closed her neck wound quickly, repairing the broken tissue beneath her skin soon after.
“Still nothing!” Reuben said with a whimper in his voice.
What now? I frantically moved my hands around her body and pushed out my mana to search for injuries, but I didn’t feel anything else that I could heal.
“Jon, she still has no pulse!” Reuben said.
Aliana crawled over as she cried. “No, Remi.”
“Get back both of you!” I snarled as I pushed them away. I needed space.
Remi had to live. I just required a little help from her heart, just a tiny bit of life to give my mana something to work with.
I pushed hard on her chest over and over, trying to simulate a heartbeat.
“Jon,” Aliana cried.
“It’s not over!”
I pushed harder, cracking the bones of her small body in the process.
I stopped to let my mana course through her, looking for anything it could heal. It repaired her broken bones, but then nothing else came to mind. I pushed harder, pleading with my mana to speak to me. Remi was dying.
I was almost shocked at how much information my mana suddenly gave me. She needed blood, but more than that, she needed air. They were both things my mana could not offer, though.
“She’s dead, Jon,” Reuben stated sadly.
“No!” I shouted, refusing to give up.
I opened her mouth and breathed air into her lungs. Then I pushed on her chest again. I kept this up for a short while, but soon I had to stop because my tears made it impossible to see. I wiped my eyes with one hand as I hopelessly allowed my mana to feel for life with my other.
There was a spark. I couldn’t believe it at first, but yes, there it was! Her heart was beating very weekly, but it was beating.
I supported her with healing. There was so much damage throughout all of her body, no doubt an effect of not breathing for this long, but my mana knew how to repair all of it. It coursed through her body from head to toe, exhausting me so damn quickly that I knew I wouldn’t be able to heal her completely.
I pushed on, forcing myself past the limit when I thought I had to stop. My vision blurred. I felt that I might pass out, and yet I kept going.
“She’s breathing!” Reuben said, his ear over her mouth.
She still had a lot of damage to repair, but I had to stop for a few breaths.
I couldn’t get enough air. I didn’t have the strength to breathe as deeply as I needed as I sucked in what little air I could get.
I’d gone too far.
“She’s alive, Jon!” Reuben said. “But why won’t she get up? Remi?”
“She’s lost too much blood,” Aliana said as she grimaced in pain.
I had forgotten about the knife in Aliana’s thigh. I noticed that Michael was on the roof now as well, watching silently with a horrified look on his face.
“You need…healing…” It took so much effort just to tell this to Aliana.
“Remi first,” she replied.
“I’ll…pass out…”
“Remi first, Jon. I’ll be fine!”
I didn’t know if she would because a lot of blood was seeping out from beneath her hands and around the knife. But I didn’t have the strength to argue.
I gave a silent prayer and pushed my healing spell out, my mana flowing through Remi’s body once more. The strain was instantly too much.
I wanted to vomit, my stomach turning over, but I didn’t have the strength.
Everything spun around me.
The last thing I remembered was Aliana screaming my name.




CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

I awoke feeling as if I’d just had a nightmare. Pieces of it came back to me as I opened my eyes.
Then I sat up with a startle as I realized it was not a nightmare at all.
I seemed to be in my room, the early morning light coming in through my window, and strangely, there was someone in my bed next to me.
“Remi?” I asked.
She didn’t respond. She was under my covers as if we had spent the night together. It didn’t make any sense.
“Remi?” I tried again, shaking her this time.
She didn’t move.
I heard her breathing, though. I put my hand on the top of her chest and let my mana go through her to feel for injuries.
There were none.
Had I healed her? The last thing I remembered was trying to and passing out.
I gasped as I remembered Aliana and the dagger sticking out of her thigh.
I jumped out of bed but shouted out in shock when I noticed one of the manservants asleep in my chair. He awoke, startled.
“I’m sorry!” he said quickly as he put up his palms. “There’s no need to be alarmed.”
“What happened?” I asked.
“I must tell the king!” was all he said as he hurried out of the room.
Confused, I returned to stand near my bed and tried once more to heal Remi. It was no use. I was very concerned. Why wouldn’t she wake up?
I rubbed my bleary eyes. She still had on the same clothes as last night, blood all over them. Similar bloodstains were on my chest, back, and especially all over my hands.
I had to assume Aliana was fine, otherwise they would’ve rushed me to her as soon as I was up. Perhaps Leon had healed her? But he couldn’t close wounds that severe.
I sat cross-legged near Remi and took her hand. “Please wake up.”
Eventually, the king entered my room. I felt too tired to stand up from my bed for him, or perhaps that was just my somber mood. I hoped he would understand.
“Are you all right?” he asked.
That depended on whether Remi would ever wake up. “What happened?” I asked.
“From what I heard, Souriff landed on the apartments soon after you passed out. She finished healing Remi and then healed Aliana as well. I arrived by the time Souriff was moving you and Remi into this room with dvinia. We put the two of you to bed and checked on you several times throughout the night.”
“She still won’t wake up,” I said.
“Yes, we’re concerned as well. We left her with you in case your healing might be required during the night. But Souriff said there was no other healing that could be done, and she left soon after.” The king paused. “You don’t remember waking up earlier?”
“Not at all.”
“You were talking, trying to help. We thought you might’ve been acting in your sleep. You were pretty far gone, Jon. You exerted yourself too much.”
I didn’t care. I felt like myself now, just starving and tired. “Is Aliana all right, at least?”
“She’ll need a few days to recover her strength from the blood loss, most likely, but yes. As for Remi…” The king walked up to her. “I’m afraid she might perish.”
I stifled a tear.
“I heard about what you did to save her.” The king sat on the bed near me. “How did you know that might work?”
“My mana told me that she needed her heart to beat, and she needed air.” I felt a little bad about how rough I’d been. Perhaps there could’ve been a better way. “I didn’t know how else to help her besides what I did.”
“Well, you might’ve saved her life. We must now wait to find out.” He took a long breath as the two of us stared at Remi. “Breakfast is early this morning, as most everyone is up already. Come to the dining hall. I will have people watch Remi.”
Remi’s blood was dry on my bare chest, so I didn’t bother taking a bath yet as I donned my clothing and headed down to the dining hall with the king.
He reassured me several times that someone would constantly be watching Remi.
We separated in the dining hall. All of my friends were already eating, boys and girls sitting together for once.
I sat beside Michael. No one seemed to be speaking before I arrived, and no one said anything after.
We were like that for a while, most of us not looking up from our bowls of porridge.
Eventually, Michael glanced around and finally said something.
“I can’t believe it was Eden.”
A few of us nodded.
“I have feelings for her—had,” Michael corrected himself. “We…good god, was I used? Was she with me just to curse me? I don’t know what to think anymore.”
“There’s no way to know,” Aliana said. “She tricked all of us. I keep wondering if our friendship was even real. Then I feel stupid for wondering.”
“Jon?” Kataleya asked. “You would’ve said something if Remi was awake, right?”
“I would’ve.”
Aliana asked me, “How did you know to do what you did? It seemed to work.”
“The king asked me the same thing. I needed a spark of life in her body, something to work with, but her heart had stopped. I didn’t know what else to do to try to make it beat again.”
Charlie had tears in his eyes. “She’s going to live, isn’t she?”
“She will,” Kataleya told him with confidence.
“How do you know?” Charlie asked.
“Because I trust the king, and I trust Jon. If there’s any chance at all that she will survive, they will make sure of it.”
Leon, Jennava, and the councilman entered the dining hall together. They grabbed their bowls of porridge from the table near the entrance and came over to sit with us.
“Barrett just told us what happened,” Leon said. His gaze stopped on my neck. “That’s Remi’s blood on you?”
I couldn’t see it, but I figured it had to be. I nodded.
Leon took a slow breath, stared at the table for a while, then looked up again. He glanced at each of us, looking as if he was going to speak. It seemed that everyone had stopped eating as they waited.
“Although this isn’t the first time that—”
“Oh my god!” Kataleya interrupted as she bolted from the bench. “Remi!”
Remi entered the dining hall on shaky legs, two servants offering support.
All of us ran toward her as the king shouted from his royal table, “She should be in bed!” He rushed over as well.
“We told her,” said one of the servants, “but she refused.”
We all asked Remi if she was all right, possibly overwhelming her as fear was evident in her eyes. She looked as if she might collapse at any moment as she weakly clutched the servants holding her up.
Then her face broke as she started to weep. She practically fell into Aliana’s arms as she hugged her friend.
“Thank you.” She cried on Aliana’s shoulder. “I remember you coming for me.”
“Oh Remi, I hardly did anything. You should be thanking Jon. He’s the one who saved you.”
“I’m thanking you first,” she muttered softly.
“You’re so welcome, of course.” Aliana held her gently.
They stayed like that for a long time. Eventually, Remi parted.
She wept openly as she embraced me next.
“Thank you, Jon,” Remi said amid her sobs. “I owe my life to both you and Aliana.”
“You don’t owe us anything,” I said as I carefully embraced her. “The king’s right, though. You should be in bed.”
“You lost a lot of blood,” Aliana added.
Remi finally parted. “No, I’m going to be fine. I want to sit down and talk about what happened. Help me to the table.”
We supported her over to the bench, everyone soon returning to their spots. The king stood behind me, his daughter and wife at his sides. Even the servants who usually stood off to the side and awaited orders had come close to listen. There wasn’t a single person in the large room who wasn’t hovering around us.
“I need to admit something, sire,” Remi said as she sipped on juice. “Why I was on the roof.”
“You should eat, Remi,” the king advised. “You can tell me later.”
She had a small spoonful. “I’m not going to be able to rest wondering what kind of punishment is waiting for me.”
“What did you do?” the king asked.
All of us were shocked as we stared at Nykal. Even Barrett looked to be admonishing the king with his eyes.
“I will be lenient,” the king added. “What did you do, Remi?”
“I had to make sure Josef wouldn’t force himself on anyone else, as he had on me.”
She put her hands over her eyes as she cried.
Kataleya put her hand on Remi’s back, but Remi shook her head. “I’m all right,” she said as she wiped her eyes. “I took one of his hairs and a gold coin to a witch. I had to do it before he traveled too far for the curse to take hold. I needed to make sure he couldn’t do that to anyone else. The witch disabled that part of his body.”
The king was silent for some time as Remi took a few more bites of her porridge with a shaky hand.
“You will not be punished, Remi,” said the king to everyone’s relief. “But we will need to investigate this witch.”
“She doesn’t curse anyone unless they deserve it. I’ve done research, sire.”
“I believe you, but she still must be investigated.”
“Can you promise you won’t put her in the dungeons?”
“I can promise that, if what you say about her is true, she will not be imprisoned.”
“Thank you.” Remi covered her eyes as she started to weep. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I don’t know why I’m crying so much. I’m embarrassed.”
“It’s completely understandable,” Kataleya said.
Charlie hugged Remi while standing behind her. “I’m very happy that you’re all right,” he said. “I was crying when I thought you might die.”
Remi sniffled and stopped her crying. She put on a smile and touched his arm. “Thank you, Charlie.”
She seemed to be more in control of her tears when Charlie sat back down.
“I take it you saw Valinox when you were returning from your visit to the witch?” the king asked.
“Yes, but he had an invisibility spell on. I couldn’t see what he was doing very well. I eventually realized he flew off. That’s when I investigated and found he had put a callring on Eden’s windowsill. I was about to notify a guard, but he must’ve seen me from the sky. He came back and muffled me. He clearly wanted to kill me, but he was worried he would wake up his brother. Eden must’ve put on the callring before he signaled her, because she—oh, oh no.”
“What is it?” Nykal asked.
“Eden floated up onto the roof. I think she picked herself up and that it wasn’t Valinox who lifted her.”
“She’s apparently much stronger than we realized,” the king said.
Remi nodded somberly. “Before she tried to kill me, she made it sound as if she had no choice but to join Valinox because she thought he would be winning this war. But she also apologized, and I wanted to believe her.”
“I doubt it was genuine,” Barrett commented. “If she has enough power to lift herself, she’s been using dteria for quite some time.”
“I still can’t be sure that she actually lifted herself,” Remi said.
Leon asked Jennava, “You spent more time with her than I did. Did you have any idea she was the traitor?”
“None,” Jennava answered with a guilty look. “I’m sorry, your majesty.”
“If anyone should feel bad about this,” Aliana said, “it’s me. I was the closest with her.”
“You?” Michael asked incredulously. “She slept with me, and I still had no idea! I even thought I was falling in love with her! No one should feel worse about this than me.”
“If someone was to blame,” the king said, “it would be me for allowing her in the castle in the first place, but blaming is not going to do us any good. Barrett, find out what you can about Eden Ledell, something we might have overlooked. I want to know how she could’ve come into contact with dteria and why she chose it over us. She’s still alive and now one of our primary enemies.”
“She was planning to kill you, sire,” Remi said.
He didn’t seem too frightened, or surprised, about this. “As powerful as she might be, the contract she agreed to would’ve prevented that.”
“Yes, but she was working on breaking it.”
“She can’t be that strong,” Barrett said. “A deninger has to have far greater power than a harbinger to break their contract. I don’t mean to brag, but there are not many harbingers who are stronger than I am.”
“Yes,” Remi said. “She was planning to kill you first, and then the king. It was what she told Valinox when he asked her why she hadn’t killed the king yet.”
A silence passed.
Charlie asked, “So our contracts do go away completely if you die, councilman?”
“That’s right. The ordia binding you to the contracts would no longer hold.”
“But the oath still exists,” the king said. “All of you agreed to protect me at all costs. Even if something was to happen to Barrett, I expect you all to fulfill that oath.”
Remi started to waver on the bench seat. Kataleya grabbed her.
“I’m fine,” Remi said as we all looked over with worry. “Just a little lightheaded.”
“You must rest,” the king said. “Everything you need will be brought to your room, and Jon will visit frequently to see if his healing might be able to help.”
“I wouldn’t have it any other way,” I added.
“Just one last thing,” Remi said. “It had to have been Eden who put the callring in Kataleya’s room.”
“Oh, of course!” Charlie exclaimed. “She could un-enchant the callring when it’s not in use and re-enchant it later so Barrett wouldn’t be able to sense it. I should’ve thought of that. She probably had that callring for a while.”
“What about the curse—no, curses?” Michael corrected himself. “Eden and Aliana were cursed first when they threw a fit, remember? If Eden’s the traitor, how did she end up cursed then?”
Barrett answered, “She was probably experimenting with curses and accidentally cursed herself in addition to Aliana. It’s common for inexperienced witches, and it would also explain why the curse faded as soon as she fell asleep. Alternatively, she could’ve cursed herself on purpose to take us off her scent.”
“She seems to have some skill in withholding the truth even when cursed,” the king said. “I questioned her like everyone else, and she lied to me. I take that to mean that she had cursed herself many times before.”
“We were lucky,” I said. Many gave me doubtful looks as if they didn’t agree. “It sounds like the traitor was more prepared than any of us realized. If Remi hadn’t encountered Valinox, Eden would still be here. None of us would know it was her, and she might’ve found some way to kill Barrett, and then the king. That’s why we’re lucky Remi was on the roof tonight.”
“Jon’s right,” Michael said as most everyone began to nod.
“All right, Remi,” the king said in a fatherly tone. “I’m officially ordering you to rest now.”
She had finished her breakfast at least. Kataleya and Aliana helped her stand.
It was a sad, destitute feeling to look around as I realized this was everyone in our group now. Of the small number of people who were completely loyal to the king, there were only nine who had any skill with sorcery: Three girls, four boys, and two instructors. I knew we had lost only one member, but it still felt like we were so much smaller than before.
I wasn’t sure any amount of time would be enough to prepare for Rohaer. Something needed to be done rather than face them head on in battle. There had to be some way of increasing our chances of getting through this.
I could almost feel my peers thinking the same thing. There was a void, everyone desperate for something to be said. We needed a small bit of hope, something to cling to.
“Sire, can you bring another sorcerer here to replace Eden?” Kataleya asked.
Remi stopped to listen.
We all stared as we waited for an answer.
“It’s difficult to find a sorcerer who is willing to pledge themselves to fight,” Nykal answered. “If you remember, all of you came here without the knowledge that there might be war. I’m not sure how many of you would’ve come at all had you known the chances.”
“So you tricked us?” Charlie asked.
“No. I also was unaware just what kind of strife we were looking at. The biggest threat to the kingdom at the time was its own corruption. We have cleansed ourselves by now, and you all should be proud of how you’ve contributed, but this is far from being over. Yes, I will look for someone to take Eden’s spot, but I don’t believe we need another enchanter. Isn’t that right, Reuben?”
He nodded and told the rest of us, “Yes, I completed my first enchantment yesterday thanks to Jennava’s help. I was hoping to continue focusing more on contracts, but I believe an enchanter is more valuable than a harbinger, as we already have Barrett with us.”
“And henceforth you will be called an enchanter,” the king decreed.
“Well done, Reuben,” Michael said. “So what enchant can you perform?”
“It’s only a practice enchant. It is useless.”
“What is it?” Michael asked.
Reuben seemed a little embarrassed. “It makes a surface more reflective, but I hope to complete a callring soon enough,” he quickly added.
“Of course your first enchantment would be to make things shinier,” Michael teased. “As if all your rings aren’t shiny enough.”
“Will the new sorcerer be another girl?” Remi asked the king.
“I will try to keep equal numbers of genders if possible.”
“So Kataleya’s right, you are intending to create a dynasty of sorcerers?” Remi asked.
Kataleya looked shocked. “It was only a theory, sire.”
He put up his hand. “It’s all right. I’m glad to address that. I didn’t bring you all here thinking I would impose a relationship between any of you, but if one was to occur naturally, then I would not oppose it. That’s all I’m going to say. Remi, you have to give yourself time to heal. I now demand you rest. I will stop by later in case you have other questions.”
A new sorcerer. I hoped she would be powerful.
I felt flakes of Remi’s blood falling down my chest as I got up. Suddenly a bit disgusted with myself, I was more than ready to take a bath and start my day. It was time to wash away everything Eden and Valinox had done and prepare for the future.
And not a moment too soon, as the entire group of krepps then boisterously entered the dining hall, all of them seemingly unaware of what had happened last night.
END OF BOOK 2
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