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Chapter One: Court Mage 


 


Khaldun left the great hall, feeling lost.
So much had changed in so little time. Khaldun had gone from prisoner to court
mage, Jezebel from farmer to princess, and Allison from princess and heir
apparent to sorcerer. None of this seemed real. He wandered across the courtyard but didn’t know where he was going. Fortunately,
Oswald approached him.


“Do you have a moment, my lord?” he asked.


“Lord?” Khaldun chuckled. “That’s
not right. I don’t own any land.”


“The honorific does apply primarily to landowners, but is also used
for people in authority such as yourself now that you are Spanbrook’s chief
mage.”


“If you say so. But please just call me
Khaldun.”


“As you wish, my lord. If you would come
with me I will show you to your chambers.” Oswald
hurried off toward the northwestern tower, Khaldun in his wake. He
produced a great skeleton key and handed it to Khaldun. “This is yours now. It
opens every lock in the castle.” 


Khaldun took the key and unlocked the door, holding it open
for Oswald. The steward led him up the spiral steps to Myrddin’s office—no,
Khaldun corrected himself—his office, now. 


“You’ve got this level for official business, as well as
living quarters on the upper floor. We’ve had the staff tidy up and remove
Myrddin’s personal effects, although that amounted to very little. Everything
that remains is yours now.” 


Khaldun gazed around the room. Thick carpets covered the
stone floor. There was a large desk with a crystal ball sitting on its stand in
one corner. A cabinet full of glass bottles and vials stood against the far
wall. Directly across from the desk was an enormous fireplace. There were four
narrow windows, each facing a cardinal direction, and torches in their sconces
between them. 


“Is there anything you require, my lord?” Oswald asked. 


“No, I don’t think so,” Khaldun replied. 


Oswald bowed slightly, heading back toward the steps, but
then stopped. “My lord… Might I ask for your assistance in a delicate matter?” 


“Of course.” 


“We must urge Her Highness to choose a mate and produce an
heir as quickly as possible,” Oswald began. It took Khaldun a moment to
remember that he was referring to Jezebel, not Allison. “Only then can we
ensure that Spanbrook remains in the Barclay family. I’m not sure that Her
Highness fully grasps the urgency. But I know the two of you are, ah, close.
Perhaps if you were to have a word with her…” 


“Yes, I will,” Khaldun said with a sigh. “But Jezebel is
nothing if not pragmatic. I’m sure she understands how important this is. Do
you know where she is now?” 


“I believe she is with Allison in the former princess’s
chambers,” Oswald replied. 


“Very well. Oh, also, I arrived here with nothing but the
clothes on my back. Does the castle have a tailor?” 


“Our master of wardrobe can furnish you with whatever you
require,” Oswald replied. “Some mage’s robes, perhaps?” 


“Yes, that would be perfect. Thank you.” 


Oswald left. Khaldun knew Jezebel probably wanted to be
alone with Allison for the little time she had left in Spanbrook. He walked
around the chamber for a moment, getting a closer look at its contents. He ran
his hand across the top of the crystal ball, wondering if it was functional
like the seeing stones of Pytha, or merely decorative. But he didn’t sense
anything magical about it. 


Khaldun climbed the steps to the upper level, emerging in an
identical room that contained only a bed and a dresser. There was a trapdoor in
the ceiling with a ladder leading up to it. Khaldun climbed to the top and
opened the hatch, emerging on the tower roof. There was a breeze up here, and
it was a beautiful, sunny day. Gazing out across the courtyard, he had a
perfect view of Spanbrook Town and the farms beyond. 


It was tough to comprehend. This land was his now. He didn’t
own it, but it would be his home for the rest of his life, and his
responsibility to protect. For his entire life, he’d lived with the wayfarers,
never settling in any one place. It was the only way he knew. True, he’d been
tiring of the endless wandering, and had found himself yearning to put down
roots somewhere. And after losing Nomad and meeting Jezebel, he’d started
considering Spanbrook as a possibility. 


But then he’d embarked on that crazy quest with Jezebel,
nearly lost his life more times than he could count, transformed into a
sorcerer, and been bound to Prince Aldo. Upon Aldo’s death, his bond had
transferred to Jezebel, because Allison’s own transformation had made it
impossible for her to be a conjurnor and disqualified her as an heir. And now
Khaldun had no choice: Spanbrook would be his home whether he liked it or not. 


The situation made him feel bitter. When he was younger,
he’d longed to attend the university to become a full mage. They wouldn’t have
him then because he was a wayfarer. But now that he’d become a sorcerer, their
rules dictated that he had to live the rest of his days bound to another.
Khaldun would have been perfectly content to settle down in Spanbrook, taking
jobs that required his thaumaturgic skills. And although he was happy to live
in the castle and have his every need met by its staff, he would have preferred
retaining his freedom and making his own way in the world. 


Well, there was nothing to be done about it now. His
transformation couldn’t be undone. Nor could his bond. He was Jezebel’s to
command for better or for worse. So, he might as well get used to the idea. 


Khaldun returned to his chambers. He sat down at the desk
for a moment, but felt restless. Leaving the tower, Khaldun headed over to the
keep. One of the guards opened the door for him. Walking inside, he headed down
the main corridor, familiarizing himself with the layout. He made his way up to
the second floor and found the maids cleaning out Aldo’s chambers. Khaldun
hadn’t thought about it, but figured Jezebel would probably move into that
suite once it was ready. 


As he passed Allison’s chambers, he heard voices moaning
inside. He felt a pang of sadness, knowing this was the last time Jezebel and
Allison might ever see each other. Jezebel loved Allison; he was sure of it.
Khaldun knew only too well what it felt like to say farewell to the love of his
life due to circumstances beyond his control. 


Heading up the steps to the top floor, Khaldun found that
the library occupied this entire level. Shelves packed with books and scrolls
lined the walls, and several enormous freestanding bookcases filled much of the
room. Walking between them, Khaldun browsed some of the titles. The Barclays
had amassed quite the collection over the years. It wasn’t the largest library Khaldun
had seen, but it dwarfed the few he’d visited in other castles. There were a
couple of reading nooks by the windows at the far end with plush chairs and oil
lamps for nighttime use. 


Leaving the keep, Khaldun realized he was famished. Luckily,
they were serving lunch in the great hall. He sat down with Badrick, the
castle’s master-at-arms. They chatted briefly, but mostly ate in silence. After
that, Khaldun returned to his tower. 


Sitting behind his desk, he leaned back, resting his head
against the high-backed chair. And that’s when he finally noticed it. Across
the chamber, something was magically concealed. He could feel it, like a
feather tickling his senses. Getting to his feet, he crossed the room, trying
to locate it. Strangely, it seemed as if there were something embedded inside
the wall. 


Passing his hand across the stone, he realized there was an
illusion spell in place. Removing the magic, he found a cubical cavity, roughly
two feet to a side. The space appeared empty, but there was something more here.
Someone had tucked something into the void. With a wave of his hand, Khaldun brought
the objects back—and gasped. 


There was a scroll and a pyramid of black stone with
intricate latticework on its faces. The pyramid looked exactly like the one
they’d found in Stanbridge and tried to keep away from Henry and his people.
Dredmort had used it to create the wraiths, and it had turned out to be a
portal to the spirit realm. 


What the hell was this doing here? Khaldun thought that the
university had gone to great lengths to destroy such devices. Had Myrddin
somehow used this to become a necromancer? That didn’t make much sense. To make
that transformation, a sorcerer had to bind his soul to a demon. There were
spells to do that. Nobody knew how Myrddin had learned the spells, but Khaldun
didn’t understand how the artifact could have helped… Unless he’d used it to
contact a demon who knew the spells? 


Khaldun unrolled the scroll. The text was written in the
common tongue, in a long, flowing script. 


“I have foreseen my own downfall,” Khaldun read. “Yet also
the possibility of my return. There is no stopping those who will end my reign.
I have examined every possible path forward, yet they all end with the same
finality. The agents and method of my demise are set in stone, identical every
time. 


“But the means of my resurrection remain infuriatingly
vague. That future is unclear and seems uncertain. Many pathways lead to my
permanent banishment, and only a few to my return. Yet each of those begins
here, in Spanbrook, my childhood home. Although, as a child, never did I dream
I would set foot in the castle. Peasants aren’t welcome here, and orphans even
less so. I visit now at the peak of my power, the absolute ruler of an entire
continent. And yet I do so clandestinely. Nobody knows I am here, and the
current occupant of this office will have no means of discovering what I
conceal here today. 


“But one will arrive, centuries from now, who will find this
document and its accompanying artifact and know what to do with them. And to
that person I bequeath one of the most closely guarded secrets in the history
of the world: the spells that enable a sorcerer to become a necromancer. 


“The magic is shockingly simple, and yet none but the secret-keepers
have ever discovered it. And before me, few have ever dared to attempt it. The
spells can be used to bind one demon or many; I have harnessed dozens. 


“I have foreseen one pathway in which my liberator will bind
me. My power will then merge with his—or hers—making us the most
powerful mage the world has ever seen. Such a mage would gain from me arcane
secrets that no one else has discovered. Together we would exceed my current
level of magic; we would surpass even my jailers.


“But for this to be possible, first I must be freed.” 


Khaldun realized he’d been holding his breath and released
it, finding that he was shaking. The writer of this document could be only one
person: Nyro. 


Khaldun had no idea that Nyro grew up in Spanbrook. He
didn’t think anyone else knew this, either. Enigma had told them that most of
the Sacred Circle came from Pytha; Khaldun had always assumed that Nyro did,
too. 


Below her missive were the spells needed to bind a demon.
This was the process through which a sorcerer transformed into a necromancer. A
rite that only one mage had undergone since Nyro’s downfall: Myrddin. And now
Khaldun held that potential in his hands. He wondered if Myrddin had been
Spanbrook’s first sorcerer; had there been another, they probably would have
sensed these items hidden in the wall, too. But Khaldun knew for sure that no
one before Myrddin had used the spells. 


Centuries ago, when Nyro became a sorcerer, the university
assigned her to King Saliman of Pytha, making him her conjurnor. Soon after her
appointment, she used these very spells to bind a demon and transform into a
necromancer. In time, she discovered a way to reverse her bond to Saliman—making
her his conjurnor and reclaiming her true name—a feat that should have
been impossible. When the elves killed Nyro three hundred years later, she
became a demon, eliminating her bond to Saliman’s descendant. As a demon, Nyro
was vastly more powerful than any sorcerer alive. If one of them were to use
these spells to bind her, she would overpower them and take total
control. 


Suddenly, Khaldun realized that the pyramid had started
glowing. It was faint, but impossible to miss now that he’d noticed it. And
there was something more. It wasn’t only visual but magical as well. As if the
artifact were beckoning him. 


Khaldun took the pyramid and the scroll and walked across to
his desk, placing them on its surface. Holding his hand over the artifact, he
could sense that this was a portal just like the one they’d recovered from
Stanbridge. The portal was closed, but someone on the other side of it was
calling out to him. Their desire was overwhelming; they were desperate to
communicate with him. Khaldun wanted to resist this call. He tried to return
the artifact to its hiding place, but couldn’t do it; his hand refused to reach
out and grab the thing from the desk. 


Against his better judgement, Khaldun decided to open the
portal. He knew how dangerous this could be but found he could not ignore the
call. With a wave of his hand, he cleared the way for the entity beyond. 


Khaldun staggered backward as a serpent of smoke exploded
from the artifact, circling the chamber and blotting out the daylight streaming
through the windows. The smoke started to take form, and before long Khaldun
could discern the shape of a person. As it solidified, there was a deep moaning
sound and he thought he felt the tower tremble. Finally, a woman stood before
him. Her naked body was tall and lithe; her wild black hair floating like a
halo behind her head. 


The woman reached above her with both arms and howled at the
ceiling. Her skin was translucent, her muscles visible in sharp relief beneath
it. She fixed Khaldun with a stare, and he felt like she was peering into his
soul. Her irises were white like Myrddin’s had been. 


“Nyro,” he whispered. This could be no on else. What had he
done? Was she now free from her prison? How could this be?


“Who are you?” she asked with a smile both predatory and
mischievous as she began circling him. 


“How can you be here?” he asked, ignoring her question. His
heart was pounding in his chest and his arms were trembling. “Did I just free
you?” 


“Khaldun,” she said, disregarding his questions and
stroking his face with one hand; she felt solid—warm, even. But he felt no
magic coming from her. This was no illusion. “That’s a Pythan name.” 


“My people came from Pytha,” he told her, backing away. “How
do you know my name?” 


“The last one who found me—he’s gone, now.” It wasn’t a
question. 


“Myrddin found you?” 


“I tried desperately to entice him to join me. But he
refused. Obstinate fool. He could have wielded power beyond his imagination but
he chose to bind one of my lesser servants instead. And he never visited me
again after that.”  


“I didn’t free you, then? You’re still trapped in Pytha?” 


“You have not freed me,” she said with a sigh. “If only it were
that simple. You must come to Pytha to liberate me from my prison.” 


“But that’s impossible. I don’t know how to open the
barrier.” 


“There are ways around that. From the outside, anyway. I
will teach you. Once I’m free, you can bind me and become the most powerful
necromancer the world has ever seen.” 


Khaldun chuckled; Nyro’s face registered irritation. “I’m
not strong enough. You would overpower me in such an arrangement, and I would
lose myself to you. Thanks, but no thanks.” 


“There are ways around that, too,” Nyro told him. “But never
mind that. You can bind any demon you want. I will possess someone else and
allow you to join my Sacred Circle. You could be one of my top lieutenants in a
new empire.” 


“New empire?” Khaldun said, immediately realizing that of
course that would be her goal. Retaking control of the entire continent.
“No,” he said. “Never.” 


Turning his attention to the pyramid, Khaldun focused on
closing the portal. Nyro resisted, but her effort was not magical. She was
trying to overpower him through sheer force of will. He found it almost
impossible to act against her; it felt like trying to swim against a powerful current,
or attempting to move one’s limbs in a dream. 


“Young fool,” Nyro said with a sneer. “I offer you the power
of a god and you would refuse?” 


Groaning with the effort, Khaldun finally managed to reach
out with one hand and close the portal. The figure of Nyro turned to smoke,
dissipating almost immediately. Light returned to the room, and Khaldun
collapsed in his chair, exhausted from the effort. 


Khaldun felt profoundly disturbed. He didn’t understand how
Nyro had managed to retain full command of her faculties. The first two demons
he’d encountered were more like animals, driven purely by their physical
desires. 


But at that moment, he heard a knock on the door. Jumping to
his feet, he grabbed the pyramid and the scroll, hurried across the chamber, returned
them to their hiding place, tucked them into the void, and restored the
illusion of the stone wall hiding the cavity. Only then did he answer the door.
But he realized the knocking was coming from the entry to the tower below.
Hurrying down the steps, he opened the door to find Syllith standing there. 


“I’m sorry to disturb you,” she said. “I won’t have time to
check the library today, but wanted to take a look in your tower, at least,
before I depart for the university.” Khaldun gave her a blank stare. “To try
and determine how Myrddin transformed,” she added. “He must have acquired the
spells somehow, and I’m hoping there will be some record of that.” 


“Oh, yes, of course,” Khaldun said, his heart jumping into
his throat. He let her inside, closing the door behind her. Following her up
the steps, he considered telling her immediately what he’d found. But he was
bound to Jezebel; she was his princess. Duty obligated him to report this to
her first before revealing anything to Syllith. He decided it would be best to
keep the discovery to himself for now. 


“Not many places to store anything here,” the witch muttered
to herself as she gazed around the chamber. “Do you mind if I check the desk?” 


“No, go ahead.” 


Syllith sat in the chair, quickly rummaging through the
drawers. Then she dropped to her knees, reaching beneath the desk and tapping
on the side panels. 


“What are you doing?” Khaldun asked. 


“Some desks have hidden compartments,” she explained,
getting to her feet. “But it appears this one doesn’t,” she added, examining
its sides and rear. She moved to the cabinet next, opening the doors and
searching the interior. “Nothing here, either.” 


Syllith rolled back the carpet, presumably checking the
floor for hidden compartments. But there was nothing to find. “May I check
upstairs?” 


Khaldun nodded and followed her up to the bedchamber. But
Syllith failed to discover anything here, either. Returning to the main level,
she looked around the room for a moment, chewing her bottom lip. 


“You don’t sense anything concealed in here?” she asked
finally. 


“No, nothing,” Khaldun lied with a shake of his head. “I
checked earlier, but there’s nothing here.” 


“Hmm,” said Syllith. “I’ll begin my search in the library
when I return from the university. When you get a chance, do you think you
could check there for any hidden magic?” 


“Yes, for sure,” Khaldun said. 


“I envy you,” she said. “I inherited magic from both of my
parents, and I always wished I could become a sorcerer.” 


“You might still transform,” Khaldun suggested. “It can
happen through young adulthood, right?” 


“How old do you think I am?” Syllith asked with a grin. 


“Oh, I guess I don’t know, but I figured you were only a few
years older than me…” 


“You flatter me,” she replied. “But I’ll be forty next
year.” 


Khaldun was surprised for a moment; she didn’t look that
old. But he realized that she did possess the self-assurance and wisdom that
came with many more years of experience than he possessed. “Ah. You probably
would have transformed by now, then.” 


“No question. We don’t fully understand the reasons behind
it, but the oldest person on record to become a sorcerer was twenty-six,” she
said with a wistful sigh. “Oh, well. I’ll return as quickly as I can. Be ready
to train when I get back, sorcerer,” she said with a wink before leaving. 










Chapter Two: Princess


 


Khaldun sat down behind the desk, taking a deep breath. He
felt bad lying to Syllith, but he owed it to Jezebel to confer with her first
and let her decide what to do with the relics he’d found. There was no question
they should hand the artifact over to Syllith so she could take it to the
university and have it destroyed. Khaldun had no desire to see Nyro return;
that was the stuff of nightmares. Yet even he found it difficult to refuse her.
What would happen if the artifact were to fall into the hands of someone more
ambitious? Someone like Dredmort, for example? Khaldun had no doubt that Nyro
was lying. She would never share power with anyone, and would say anything to
convince someone to free her. But blinded by their lust for power, someone of
Dredmort’s ilk would probably fall for Nyro’s promises. 


Nevertheless, this wasn’t Khaldun’s decision to make. Even
though he had little doubt that Jezebel would agree with him. 


But the scroll was another matter. Khaldun was still new to
his powers as a sorcerer. He wanted to explore these abilities and master them.
He had no desire to become a necromancer, especially after witnessing Myrddin’s
downfall. How could one tell if they possessed sufficient power to control a
given demon? Myrddin must have believed he could control the one he found.
Unless, perhaps, it was the weakest one he could locate, and in his desperation
to save Spanbrook, he bound it knowing it might eventually overpower him.
Khaldun shuddered at the thought. 


No, he didn’t want to bind a demon. Not now. But who could
say what the future might hold? Perhaps after spending many years or decades as
a sorcerer, he would feel ready to take that next step. But again, this was
ultimately Jezebel’s decision, not his. Maybe she would want to restore
Spanbrook’s previous might by having Khaldun make that leap. 


There was no use fretting over this. It would have to wait
until he could speak to Jezebel. Getting to his feet, Khaldun made his way back
to the library. He checked the entire room very carefully for any hidden
spells, but found nothing. Of course, he’d already discovered Myrddin’s
concealed stash, but who knew what other secrets the castle might contain? 


Khaldun returned to his tower, keeping an eye out the window
for Allison and Jezebel. He wanted to talk to Jezebel as soon as possible, but
it could wait until Allison departed. Syllith arrived on her carpet at sunset,
landing in the middle of the courtyard. Jezebel and Allison emerged from the
keep minutes later. Khaldun headed down the steps and watched from the door,
figuring he’d give Jezebel a moment to say her farewells before approaching
her. But much to his surprise, she sat down on the carpet, too, and took off
into the night sky with the other two. 


Jezebel couldn’t possibly be going to the university with
Allison, could she? No, surely, she would have notified him if that were the
case. Khaldun realized then that Jezebel hadn’t seen her parents yet; he
suspected that Syllith would probably be dropping her off at their house. He’d
have to wait until she returned. 


Khaldun took his supper in the keep’s private dining room.
After that, he took a walk through Spanbrook Town before returning to his
tower. It was getting late, and there had been no sign of Jezebel, so he
figured she’d probably be spending the night on the farm. He went upstairs to
bed. 


But Khaldun tossed and turned, unable to get to sleep. His
encounter with Nyro had unnerved him. He should have realized that she would
have had the power of prophecy, but had never thought about it. Enigma did, and
Nyro’s power had far exceeded his. So, of course, she had taken steps to
provide some kind of future for herself. And judging by her words, the relics
Khaldun had discovered represented only one of many such efforts. 


What else might she have done to provide herself with
potential escape routes? Khaldun already knew from his visit to the watchtower
that Nyro and her Sacred Circle were chipping away at the barrier from within.
And it seemed like they might succeed. Or perhaps that was merely a
distraction, designed to keep Enigma busy while they pursued some other, as yet
undiscovered, path to freedom. 


Khaldun drifted off eventually, but didn’t sleep well.
Images of Nyro retaking the continent fueled his nightmares. 


Waking at first light, Khaldun headed down to the stables. He
found one of the grooms already hard at work. 


“Good morning, my lord,” he said, bowing slightly. 


Khaldun didn’t think he’d ever get used to the honorific.
“Hello. I’m the, ah, new chief mage, and I need to find out about getting a
horse.”


“Oh, everyone knows who you are, sir,” the boy replied,
grinning. “And don’t worry, I’ll get old Bella ready for you. She was Master
Myrddin’s, and I think she’d be lonely if you didn’t choose her. But, of
course, you can select any—” 


“Bella will do nicely,” Khaldun said with a smile. 


“Very well, my lord. Would you like me to tack her up for
you?” 


“No, I can take care of that. If you can point her out to
me?” 


“That’s her in the end stall on the left, but let me take
care of her for you. It’ll be no trouble at all.” 


Khaldun nodded, and the boy hurried off. Minutes later,
Khaldun was on his way to the farm. He rode at a trot; it was early, and while
the information he brought was critically important, it wasn’t exactly urgent.
A few passersby greeted him as he rode with a familiarity that seemed to
indicate that they already knew who he was. News seemed to travel fast in
Spanbrook. 


Reaching the farm, Khaldun dismounted and strode up the
steps to the front porch. He knocked, and Robert answered. 


“Hello there,” he said. “What can we do for you this
morning, my lord?” 


“Please, call me Khaldun,” he said. “I was wondering if Her
Highness might be here?” 


“No, I’m afraid not,” Robert replied. “You’re about twelve
hours too late. She headed off to the university with Syllith last night.” 


“She did? How strange. I wonder why she didn’t tell me…” 


“I’m sorry. You’re talking about Jez. It’s going to take me
a little while to get used to that honorific being hers and not her
cousin’s,” he replied with a sheepish grin. “Come on in. Her Highness is
upstairs, sleeping away the morning.” 


Khaldun chuckled as he entered the house. 


“Emma, go fetch your sister,” said Robert. 


Emma waved to Khaldun, then ran up the stairs. 


“I’ve got breakfast cooking,” Vivien called out from the
kitchen. “You’re welcome to join us.” 


“Yes, I’d like that,” Khaldun said with a smile, realizing
how hungry he was. 


Moments later, Emma came bounding down the steps again,
Jezebel following more slowly, still in her nightgown. Khaldun had to chuckle
when he saw her. She was sleepy-eyed, and her hair was a rat’s nest. 


“Good morning, Your Highness,” Khaldun said with a grin. 


“Oh, shut up,” she replied, failing to suppress her own
smile. “Is everything all right?” she asked more seriously. 


“Yes. There are some matters I need to discuss with you, but
it can wait until after breakfast.” 


They sat down at the table, and Vivien served the food a
minute later. 


“Jezebel was telling us a little about your journey last
night,” said Robert. “Sounds like you both went through a lot more than you
bargained for on that trip.” 


“You can say that again,” said Khaldun, taking a swig of
coffee. 


They discussed their adventure as they ate. Robert sounded
quite concerned with Henry’s activities, but Emma wanted to hear more about the
university. Once they’d finished their meal, Jezebel ran upstairs to get
dressed, and Khaldun chatted more with Robert. But finally, Jezebel was ready,
and Khaldun headed outside with her. 


“Give me a minute,” she told him. “I’ve gotta go take care
of something quick.” 


“As you wish, Your Highness,” Khaldun said with a bow. 


Jezebel punched him in the shoulder. “Let’s get one thing
straight. I’m Jezebel and you’re Khaldun. All right? We’ll have to follow
protocol at formal functions and what not, but outside of that, let’s dispense
with the bullshit, please.” 


“Sounds good, to me, Jez,” he said with a grin. 


“Good,” she replied, kissing him on the cheek. “I’ll be right
back.” 


Jezebel ran off toward the barn. She emerged moments later
with three of the hands; Khaldun was pretty sure it was Edward, Will, and Zeke,
if memory served. He felt a pang of jealousy. Jezebel spoke with them for a
minute, then returned. 


“What was that all about?” Khaldun asked. 


“Oh, nothing important,” she replied. “So, what did you need
to discuss with me?” 


“Do you want to do this here, or back at the castle?” 


“Let’s walk back,” she said. “We can talk on the way.” 


“Do you want to take any of your things?” he asked. 


“No, I’ll send someone for all of it later,” she replied. 


They headed up to the road, Khaldun leading Bella by the
reins, and turned west. Khaldun told Jezebel what he’d discovered in his
chambers, and let her know that he’d kept the information from Syllith. 


“Holy shit,” said Jezebel. “That sure does explain a lot.” 


“It’s a good thing Myrddin possessed the fortitude to resist
Nyro,” Khaldun remarked. 


“Despite his shortcomings, he was fiercely loyal and devoted
to my family,” said Jezebel. “I don’t think he ever would have attempted
binding a demon if it wasn’t necessary to save the princedom. He was no
Dredmort.” 


“Hardly,” Khaldun agreed. “We should hand the pyramid over
to Syllith when she gets back. She can take it to the university to be
destroyed.” 


“Yes, definitely,” said Jezebel. 


“But what about the scroll?” 


Jezebel didn’t respond; she seemed deep in thought. 


“We could destroy that ourselves,” Khaldun suggested. “It’s
only paper. But perhaps it would be best to turn it over to the university.” 


“No, I think we should keep it,” said Jezebel. 


“Do you want me to bind a demon?” 


Jezebel gazed up at him. “How do you feel about that?” 


Khaldun shrugged. “I’d prefer not to do it. I still have
much to learn as a sorcerer. And as I master my new powers, I believe I’ll be
strong enough to defend the princedom. I won’t be on Myrddin’s level—” 


“But for now, at least, Spanbrook isn’t under threat,”
Jezebel pointed out. “We’re at peace, and none of our neighbors are aggressive.”



“That might change once they realize Myrddin’s gone.” 


“True, but none of them have a standing army. Or a sorcerer.
But I’d like to hang onto the scroll in case any of that changes in the
future.” 


Khaldun nodded. “Do we tell Syllith about it?” 


“If we do, she’ll insist on taking it to the university,”
said Jezebel. 


“No doubt.” 


Jezebel sighed. “We have to tell her. But it belongs to
Spanbrook. She has no right to take it without our permission.” 


“Your permission,” Khaldun corrected her. 


“Yeah, yeah.” 


“I agree. We should let her know about it. Even if we tried
to keep it a secret, Nyro might tell them about it.” 


“If they use the pyramid, you mean? The way you did?”
Khaldun nodded. “That’s a good point.” 


“I’ll remove the artifact from Myrddin’s hiding place before
she returns, then,” said Khaldun. “Tuck it into the void somewhere else. That
way we can tell her about the scroll when we surrender the pyramid without
giving away its location.” 


“Perfect,” said Jezebel. “You know, there’s another problem.
If you ever do become a necromancer, it’s going to raise suspicions.” 


“How so?” 


“First Myrddin, and then you? It would be pretty obvious at
that point that Spanbrook is harboring some secret knowledge.” 


“You’re right,” said Khaldun. “I hadn’t considered that. It
could cause a lot of trouble. Other mages would surely show up trying to
unearth the spells. They might try ransacking the castle to find them.” 


“But that would be folly! You’d be a necromancer at that
point—you’d sense their arrival and totally overpower them.” 


“Perhaps,” said Khaldun. “But it wouldn’t just be regular
mages.”


“What, you think some of the sorcerers would show up? From
the university?” 


“We don’t know that much about them. Other than Enigma,
maybe, and we aren’t even that familiar with him. Who knows how far we can
trust those people? They put up with Myrddin’s recalcitrance for long enough;
maybe they won’t tolerate it from me.” 


“If we tell Syllith about the scroll, then they’ll all know
about it, whether you bind a demon or not,” Jezebel said thoughtfully. “Perhaps
it would be best to keep both items to ourselves. We won’t use them, and if you
keep them hidden, nobody else will ever know about them.” 


“We could do that.” 


“You don’t like it?” 


“It’s not my decision,” said Khaldun. 


“I want your input,” said Jezebel. 


Khaldun sighed. “I think we should hand over the pyramid and
let Syllith know about the scroll. We can make a copy of the spells, and
conceal that somewhere else. That way, even if one of them comes to take it by
force, they won’t know about the copy.” 


“Which means that we’d still have the spells, but so will
the university,” Jezebel said thoughtfully. “So, one of them could decide to
become a necromancer…” 


“Is it our goal to prevent that? Or just to ensure that I
could become one should we want that someday?” 


Jezebel thought about it for a few moments. “Historically,
the university went to great lengths to snuff necromancy out of existence. But
today’s governors weren’t around back then. One of them might try using the
spells. We could end up facing another Nyro if that happens.” 


“That’s assuming someone is able to take the scroll from
us.” 


“Right,” said Jezebel. “We could just burn the thing and
then this problem goes away.” She shook her head. “Let me think about it. But
listen. There’s something else I wanted to talk to you about.” 


She fell silent, looking lost in thought. Khaldun gave her a
minute. 


“I need to produce an heir,” she said finally. “No, I need
to produce many heirs. Or, at least a few. And as quickly as
possible.” 


“Yes, Oswald asked me to approach you about this. He seemed
to believe you weren’t giving the issue its due consideration.” 


“Oh, no, I am. Believe me. I will not allow this princedom
to fall into anyone else’s hands. The first thing we need to do is establish a
new line of succession. Right now, the throne passes to Emma after me. We can’t
allow that to happen.” 


“Why not?” 


“Do you want a seven-year-old inheriting your bond? I love
my sister, but do you think any child could be trusted with that kind of power
over another human being? That they’d have the capacity to comprehend—”


“I get it,” Khaldun said, a chill running down his spine.
“And I appreciate your thinking of this. It hadn’t occurred to me.” 


“I’ve spoken to my parents. They were reluctant, my father
especially, but they’ve agreed to allow me to name them as my heirs until I’m
able to produce offspring. We’ll need to put that into place right away.” 


“I’m afraid I don’t know the spells,” said Khaldun. “And
I’ve never seen them performed, so I wouldn’t know how to do it without them.” 


“Gemma can do it,” Jezebel told him. “I’ll check in with her
as soon as we get there.” 


“Fair enough,” said Khaldun. “We should have her teach me so
I can take care of it next time.” 


“Yes,” Jezebel agreed. “We’ll need to change it again once
my first child comes of age.” 


“Have you got a husband in mind?” 


“Husband?” she repeated, shooting him a disgusted
look. “Who said anything about a husband?” 


“I just assumed—” 


“No, to hell with that. I need to make babies, not get
married.” 


“So… have you got anyone in mind for that? I’d be happy to
offer my services, of course,” he said with a grin. 


“I’m afraid not,” she said with a frown. “We’ve both
inherited magic from both parents, so there’s at least a decent chance that any
child you and I have together would end up transforming into a sorcerer.” 


“Ah, of course. And with the interdiction, such a child
would lose the princedom.” 


“But, you know, it’s more than that. Knowing what we do now
about Nyro, I wouldn’t want any sorcerer to sit on a throne, whether they’re my
offspring or not. No offense to you.” 


“None taken,” said Khaldun. “You’re probably right. That
would be too much power for any one person.” 


“I need to find lowborn men with no trace of magic in their
blood,” said Jezebel. “Which may be a bit of a conundrum. Highborn are more
likely to have family records indicating the presence of mages. Most lowborn
wouldn’t have any knowledge of that farther back than a generation or two.” 


“Which means it’s also more likely for lowborn to possess
the potential without ever realizing it,” Khaldun replied. “My understanding is
that court mages usually test the ruling family’s children for magic.” 


“Yes,” Jezebel agreed. “That’s a good point…” 


“Is this why you went to talk to the hands back at the
farm?” Khaldun asked. 


“It is,” Jezebel replied, blushing slightly. 


“So, you’ll be taking one of those three to bed, then?”
Khaldun felt another twang of jealousy. 


“Not Edward. He thinks there was a witch in his mother’s
family. And not only that, he’s highborn. I want to make sure there’s no chance
of giving some other family a claim to our throne.” 


“But I thought he was the third-born son of a lesser lord?”
asked Khaldun. “Surely, that wouldn’t give him a strong claim simply by virtue
of fathering your child.” 


“Fourth-born, but you never know. If I produced a daughter
with him, and then something happened to me, he could make a claim. And then
produce a son with someone else, and the princedom would pass to him instead of
our daughter.” 


“That hardly seems likely,” said Khaldun. 


“No, but it’s plausible. I want to do everything I
can to eliminate such possibilities altogether. I’ll also be taking more than
one man to bed. Several, probably, just to obfuscate the father’s identity as
much as possible.” 


Khaldun chuckled. “Surely the likes or Will or Zeke would
not have any claim to the throne…” 


“Perhaps not,” she admitted. “But I want to be thorough.” Jezebel
took his hand in hers. “I would marry you, though. Were it not for
Allison. We’d just have to find someone else to father the children.” 


“I don’t see how you’re going to marry Allison at this
point. She’ll either end up assigned to some faraway holding, or live out her
life at the university.” 


“I know,” Jezebel said with a shrug. “But it could happen
one day. I did see it in the looking glass. We’ll find a way.” 


They walked in silence for a minute, hand in hand. 


“What was she like?” Jezebel asked finally. 


“Who?” said Khaldun. “Oh, Nyro you mean?” Jezebel nodded.
Khaldun took a deep breath, considering this for a moment. “Terrifying. Even
from inside the barrier, she exuded power. Not magic, exactly… but authority.
We’re nothing but chattel to her. She tempted me by offering to make me one of
her Sacred Circle if I’d help her return to power. But I’m sure she would
either possess me or kill me were I to free her. I’d be nothing but a means to
an end for her.” 


“I don’t understand how she was able to appear to you like
that,” said Jezebel. “She shouldn’t be able to penetrate the barrier with
magic. Do you think the artifact is providing some sort of magical tunnel to
the outside world?” 


Khaldun thought about this for a moment. “No, I don’t. I
didn’t sense any magic coming from her. I don’t think that’s it. And she looked
human and felt solid—nothing like the demon we encountered in Allison’s
bedchamber. Nor the one I saw in Oxcart. And she’s retained her presence of
mind, too, unlike those others.” 


“But then, I don’t understand…”  


“I have a feeling it was all in my head,” said Khaldun. 


“What, you imagined it?” 


“No. I think she was able to influence my thoughts. To
control what I was seeing and hearing and feeling. Which doesn’t seem possible
without magic… But all magic is rooted in the force of our thoughts. I think
whatever she was doing was something more fundamental than normal spell work.
But it was powerful nonetheless. She knew my name. And that Myrddin was gone.
She must have sensed those things in my thoughts. And it was incredibly
difficult to resist her will.” 


“I shudder to think what would have happened if Myrddin had
succumbed to her,” said Jezebel. 


“The truly frightening thing is that the artifact isn’t her
only way out,” said Khaldun. “Nyro didn’t elaborate, but suggested that she’d
put other possible escape routes in place before her fall as well.” 


Jezebel let out a long sigh. “Let’s hope we don’t learn
about those the hard way.” 


 


 


 


 


 










Chapter Three: Lovers


 


They reached Spanbrook Town and proceeded to the castle. 


“I’m going to ask Oswald to convene a privy council
meeting,” Jezebel told Khaldun as they passed under the gate. “So I’ll see you
in a few minutes.” 


Khaldun nodded; Jezebel went into her offices. He stabled
his horse, then headed over to the great hall. None of the others had arrived
yet, so he took a seat at the table, to what would be Jezebel’s left. Camilla
and Gemma arrived next, sitting down next to Khaldun. Oswald and Badrick
entered the chamber with Jezebel. She took her seat at the head of the table,
Oswald and Badrick to her right. Jezebel called them to order. 


“Your Highness,” said Oswald. “We should begin this morning
by discussing your marriage to a suitable husband. There were several prospects—”



“I will not be taking a husband,” Jezebel told him. 


“But, Your Highness, consider what happened to your cousin.
You must produce an heir—” 


“Yes, and I will, right away. But doing so does not require
a husband. Only a mate.” 


Oswald fixed Khaldun with a stare, but Khaldun spoke before
he could open his mouth again. “Don’t worry, it won’t be me.” 


“Your Highness,” said Oswald, returning his gaze to her. 


“Not another word,” Jezebel said. “And do not bring this up
with me again. I will produce an heir as quickly as possible. And then
I’ll produce a few more.” Oswald opened his mouth to object. Jezebel held up
one hand as if to say “Stop!” “And I will do it in a way that ensures the
princedom remains in my family. Please, trust me in this.” 


“She knows what she’s doing,” Khaldun told Oswald. “I assure
you that you have nothing to worry about.” 


Oswald glared at him for a moment, but then nodded, saying,
“Very well.” 


“The first thing we need to discuss is raising an army,”
said Jezebel.


“Your Highness,” said Badrick. “It is within your power to
summon all able-bodied men in the princedom between the ages of fifteen and
sixty to the defense of Spanbrook in time of war.” 


“But we’re not at war,” Jezebel pointed out. “I want
to create an army that will be ready at all times, instead of waiting until war
comes to our borders.” 


“You do have that right,” Badrick told her. “The vassals may
object, but given Fosland’s activities, and Myrddin’s death, I do not think they
will refuse in the end. However, there is another problem. Training. Because of
the necromancer’s presence, Spanbrook has not needed to take up arms during the
lifetime of any person currently living in the princedom. Our people do not
know how to fight.” 


“But what about the princess’s guard?” asked Khaldun. “And
each of the holdings must have a similar force in their castles, right?” 


“Some do, but they represent only a fraction of the total
number we would need for an army,” said Badrick. “And they have been trained to
protect their leaders, not to wage war on the battlefield.” 


“And they’ll also need to continue serving as castle
guards,” Jezebel pointed out. “We can’t deplete those forces for the army.” 


“You know how to fight,” Camilla said to Badrick. “With your
Bastion education, I’m sure you could train our people.” 


“I am one man,” Badrick replied. “We will need to teach thousands
of troops. And we must do so quickly. Once Henry takes the rest of Maeda, he
will undoubtedly turn his attention to Dorshire. And in the meantime, when they
learn of the necromancer’s downfall, our neighbors might look at it as an
opportunity to expand.” 


“But you told me that none of our neighbors have standing
armies, either,” said Jezebel. “And it will take years for Henry to conquer the
rest of his kingdom. We have time.” 


“I’m sorry, what’s the Bastion?” asked Khaldun. 


“The military academy I attended,” Badrick explained. “It’s
near the mountains in southern Dorshire. Functions like the university,
independent from any princedom. 


“Your Highness, I would like to suggest that we hire the
Eagle Company,” he continued. “That would provide us with an initial force of
roughly three hundred. And they could train our army much faster than I could
hope to do on my own.” 


“A mercenary unit?” said Gemma. “That’s sure to alarm our
neighbors. They have quite the reputation.” 


“Yes, as an elite fighting force,” Khaldun said. “We met
them when I was with the troupe. A prince in southern Maeda hired them. But
they only take defensive contracts. They refuse to work for aggressive warlords
like Henry. The neighbors would have nothing to worry about.” 


“They’re also expensive, from what I understand,” Jezebel
pointed out. “I’m not sure we could afford them. But I have an idea. Myrddin’s
presence in Spanbrook ensured stability in this region for generations. He’s
the reason neither we nor the surrounding princedoms have armies today. We
didn’t need one, and none of the others would have dared to attack.” 


“And Myrddin would have interceded if any of the other
princedoms attacked them,” Camilla added. “Aldo never would have allowed an
aggressive prince to come so close to our borders.” 


“Yes, precisely,” Jezebel agreed. “So, what if we formalize
that arrangement? We could establish mutual defense treaties with the
neighboring princedoms and hire the Eagle Company together, to defend the
entire group while we each train our own armies.” 


“We would be creating a consortium of princedoms,” said
Oswald. “Henry would see us as a threat once he moves into Dorshire.” 


“That would be true whether we hire these mercenaries on our
own or collectively,” said Jezebel. “At least this way, we could afford it. I’d
like you to send emissaries to each of our neighbors. Inform them of Myrddin’s
passing and explain our proposal.” 


“Yes, Your Highness,” Oswald said with a nod. 


“Do you know where the Eagle Company might be today?”
Jezebel asked Khaldun. 


“No, I don’t. It was several years ago when we met them in
southern Maeda,” he replied. 


“Badrick, I’d like you to send a messenger to locate them,”
Jezebel told him. “Have them set out toward southern Maeda, and see what they
can learn. But we’ll have to make sure they circumvent Henry’s lands.” 


“Yes, ma’am.” 


“And in the meantime, let’s start summoning our forces. I’d
like to establish a standing army of ten thousand. Why don’t we do it by
lottery? Surely, we don’t need every citizen to join… Perhaps we could
do four-year terms.” 


“Yes, Your Highness,” said Badrick. 


“But we’re not going to limit it to the men. We will enter
every able-bodied man and woman from the ages of fifteen to sixty in the
lottery.” 


“I’m sorry, Your Highness,” said Oswald, “but that’s hardly
appropriate!” 


“Why not?” 


“Well… but… women can’t fight…” 


“Sure, they can,” said Jezebel. “Badrick, didn’t you tell me
that Allison was the most gifted student you’d ever taught?” 


“It’s true,” Badrick said with a nod. 


“But she was a princess,” said Oswald. “That’s
completely different. Her lessons were conducted in private, and she never
would have been sent into battle. If you have men and women serving
side-by-side… why, that would lead to distraction and… fornicating!” 


“I fought in battles side-by-side with a female mage, and I
assure you, in the heat of battle, neither one of us was distracted,” said
Khaldun. 


“And I don’t imagine the two of you were fornicating in the
middle of the battle, either?” asked Jezebel. Khaldun chuckled. 


“But it’s not only the battles that concern me,” said
Oswald. “You’re talking about a standing army. Those troops will be
living and training together. Even if you erect separate barracks, you’ll still
be inviting sexual escapades.” 


“So what?” said Jezebel. “Do you believe the men in an
all-male army are abstaining from sex? They can find women anywhere. And hell,
some of them probably prefer men. So I don’t see what difference it makes if—” 


“Your Highness, men cannot become pregnant!” said Oswald. 


“Is that your concern?” asked Jezebel. Oswald stared
at her for a moment, then nodded. “Well, we have a way around that, don’t we,
Khaldun?” 


“Yes, we do,” Khaldun agreed with a grin. 


Oswald stammered yet another protest, but Jezebel spoke over
him. 


“Badrick, do you have any objection to the women of this
princedom serving along with the men?” asked Jezebel. Khaldun had a feeling
Jezebel was enjoying this. 


Badrick squirmed in his chair for a moment, but then
shrugged, and said, “No, Your Highness.” 


“That’s settled, then.” 


“What about the walls around the town’s perimeter?” Khaldun
asked. “It might be wise to rebuild the damaged areas.” 


“The town has also grown beyond the walls in many places,”
Oswald pointed out. “We would have to build additional ones to enclose the new
construction.” 


“Arrange for a survey to assess what the project would
entail, as well as the costs involved and the time required,” said Jezebel.


“Yes, Your Highness,” the steward replied.


“Gemma, I need to alter my line of succession,” Jezebel
continued. “Currently, my little sister Emma is next in line. But she’s only
seven years old, and there is nobody beyond her.” 


“Yes, Your Highness. I can help you with that.” 


“Excellent. Let’s take care of that as soon as we’re done
here.” 


Gemma nodded. 


“Your Highness, we also need to plan your coronation,” said
Oswald. “I suggest that we schedule it for four weeks hence. We can have our
emissaries invite the neighboring rulers in addition to proposing the mutual
defense treaty.” 


“Yes, we can do that, although I doubt any of them will
come.” 


“No, but they will most likely send representatives,” said
Oswald. “And, of course, we should invite the vassals and the local nobility as
well.” 


Jezebel nodded. 


“Elijah tells me we should hold Aldo’s funeral three days
from now,” said Camilla. “His acolytes will have the body ready by then.” 


“I’m sorry, who’s Elijah?” asked Khaldun.


“He’s our priest,” Camilla explained. 


“Yes, we should hold the funeral soon,” said Jezebel. “Three
days from now is fine. Oswald, can you make the necessary arrangements,
please?” 


“Of course, Your Highness,” he said. “Also, I took the
liberty of assigning you a handmaiden. Her name is Elise, and I believe she is
up in your chambers now. She was already scheduled to replace Allison’s woman.”



“Oh, yes, thank you. I remember her telling me that Martha
was retiring,” Jezebel said with a nod. “Is there anything else?” she added,
gazing around the table; no one spoke. “Then, that concludes our affairs for
this morning.” 


Everyone got up to leave, but Khaldun stayed behind with
Jezebel and Gemma. 


“I’d like to remove Emma from my direct line, and establish
my father, mother, and my mother’s brother as my heirs,” Jezebel told the
witch. “Until my children come of age, of course.” 


“Understood,” said Gemma. “We’ll need to go up to Khaldun’s
tower to do this. The spells involved require a potion.” 


Khaldun led the way to his chambers. Once inside, Gemma selected
a flask from the cabinet and poured some of its contents into a vial. 


“What are the full names of your intended heirs?” she asked.



“Robert Barclay, Vivien Barclay, and Treynor Renshaw.” 


Gemma repeated the names, then handed Jezebel the vial,
saying, “First, you’ll need to drink this, Your Highness.” 


Jezebel did so, and then Gemma produced her wand. She
uttered a spell Khaldun had never encountered before, but he did hear the three
names near the end of it. Gemma spoke the word of command with a wave of her
wand. Jezebel glowed for a moment. 


“That’s it,” said Gemma. “Your new line of succession has
been established. Khaldun’s bond will now pass to them should anything happen
to you.” 


“Well, that’s concerning,” said Khaldun, suddenly realizing
a problem with this procedure.


“What is?” Jezebel asked, looking confused. 


“If someone like Henry wanted to acquire me, all they’d have
to do is abduct you, force that potion down your throat, and reassign
themselves as your direct heir. Then they could kill you and my bond would pass
to them.” 


“Well, sure,” said Gemma. “But they only bind sorcerers to
rulers or university mages, all of whom are among the most fiercely protected
people on the continent.”


“But what about Syllith and Enigma? She embedded herself in
the Darkhold, and ended up only narrowly escaping. If they’d caught her, they
could have used this process to reassign Enigma’s bond to Henry—he could have
invoked Enigma’s true name to kill him.” 


“That’s true, but it’s Henry we’re talking about,” Gemma
replied. “He wants to control a sorcerer, not kill one, which means he would
have needed to capture Enigma, too. Otherwise, the university could have
performed the full rite of binding again—that would remove Henry as Enigma’s
conjurnor and bind him to someone else.” 


“Good point,” Khaldun conceded. But he still thought it was
awfully dangerous to have a conjurnor like Syllith putting herself at risk like
that.


Jezebel headed out after that, but Khaldun asked Gemma to
stay behind. And for the next half hour, she familiarized him with all the
potions in the cabinet. Once Gemma had departed, Khaldun sat down at the desk,
and took a look through the drawers. He found a pair of small mirrors in one,
similar to the ones he used to use to communicate with Nomad. But these had no
active spell on them. 


Khaldun wanted to connect them but didn’t know how to go
about it. Holding one in each hand, he focused on the two of them, imagining a
stream of light traveling between them. Suddenly, they began to glow. He could
feel the magic joining them. Finally, the glow subsided. Pointing one mirror
across the room, he gazed into the other. And sure enough, the fireplace came
into view, his own face having faded into the background. 


Grinning ear to ear, Khaldun returned the mirrors to the
drawer. He figured it would be good to give one to Jezebel, and keep the other
on his person, so the two of them could always stay in touch. But for now, he
was thrilled with this new accomplishment. Only sorcerers could imbue physical
objects with magical properties, but he’d never understood how that worked. He
still didn’t, despite having done it. But this skill could certainly come in
useful. 


Getting to his feet, Khaldun crossed the chamber and removed
the artifact from the cavity in the wall, replacing the illusion once he had
it. He could feel Nyro beckoning to him, and her burning desire for him to open
the portal again. But Khaldun resisted. Placing the pyramid on his desk, he had
a thought. The first artifact he’d encountered could be used to access the
spirit realm. He’d watched a wizard summon a demon with it. So, Khaldun tried
contacting some other specter. But it seemed that Nyro had locked this device
onto herself somehow. Khaldun could not wrench the other side of the portal out
of her control no matter how hard he tried.


Finally, he tucked it into the void. And immediately, Nyro’s
call faded. Khaldun couldn’t wait for Syllith to return. He wanted to get this
thing out of Spanbrook as soon as possible. 


Going up to the bedchamber, Khaldun spotted several new sets
of proper mage’s robes hanging in his wardrobe. One set was a deep red, similar
to the ones Dredmort typically wore, but darker. Khaldun donned those. Then he
spent a few hours in the library. He was looking for books about magic, but
couldn’t find any. There were many historical texts, though, and he spent some
time reading up on the founding of Spanbrook after the fall of the Pythan
Empire. 


Khaldun ate lunch with Jezebel in the private dining room.
Then he set out into Spanbrook Town. First, he spent some time in the market,
introducing himself to all the vendors. Then, he walked around the rest of
town, meeting many of the shopkeepers and business owners. Finally, after
sunset, he returned to the castle and ate dinner in the great hall. He ended up
sitting with Gemma and Camilla, trying to learn how to tell them apart. But
finally, he realized that Gemma’s face was a little longer, Camilla’s rounder.
He wasn’t sure how much that would help him if he ran into one without the
other, but it was the best he could do. 


After dinner, Khaldun bade the witches farewell and headed
out to the courtyard. But he stopped short when he spotted two men approaching
the entry to the keep. The guards there stopped them, but then the door opened,
and a sprightly young woman greeted them and invited them inside. Khaldun
guessed that this was Jezebel’s new handmaiden, Elise. And as the men crossed
the threshold, one of them turned to say something to the guards. It was Will,
from the farm. 


Khaldun waited a few moments, then crossed the courtyard and
followed them into the keep. Heading up the stairs to the second floor, he made
himself invisible, then strode over to Jezebel’s chambers. Preston was standing
guard outside the door. Listening for a moment, Khaldun could hear Jezebel
giggling inside. He waited a few minutes, and then heard her moaning. Finally,
he made himself visible, startling Preston. 


“My lord!” he said, saluting him. 


Khaldun shushed him. “Let’s keep it down, shall we?” 


“Apologies, my lord,” Preston whispered. 


“It’s all right. Are… um… both of those men in there
with Her Highness?” 


“Yes, my lord,” Preston replied, turning red. “And Princess
Jezebel ordered me not to let anyone disturb them, so I’m afraid I can’t let
you go in right now. My lord.” 


Khaldun chuckled. “No, I certainly wouldn’t want to interrupt
anything. Thank you, Preston.” 


Striding away, Khaldun decided he needed a drink. He
returned to the courtyard and headed out into town again. Down by the wall, he
found Trey’s and went inside. There weren’t many people here—nothing like the
crowd the first time he’d come here with Jezebel. Trey spotted him as he took a
seat at the corner table. 


“Evening, my lord,” he said. “I heard you’re the chief mage,
now, eh?” 


“Yes, that’s correct.” 


“Big job,” Trey said knowingly. “And you’ve got some big
shoes to fill. The people loved Myrddin, that’s for sure. Still hard to believe
he’s gone, what with him being here so long. Well, anyway, could I get ya some
mead?” 


“Yes, please.” 


Trey bustled off, returning only moments later with the
bottle. Khaldun sat back in his chair, taking a swig. The mead was even sweeter
than he remembered. 


Khaldun kept imagining what Jezebel might be doing with two
men at the same time. He tried to stop, but couldn’t help himself. Though he
knew it was impossible, he still wished he could be with her. He’d grown quite
attached to her during their journey, and still harbored feelings for her. But
now she was the princess, and he was the court mage—and a sorcerer. A romantic
relationship with her was untenable. 


And why should he be feeling jealous, regardless of their
respective stations? Jezebel had already made it clear that she wasn’t choosing
him long before their return to Spanbrook. He had no claim on her. And it was
normal among his people to take more than one lover. Perhaps not at the same
time, but nevertheless, they were free to have relations with whomever they
pleased. That was how Khaldun was raised. And he’d already taken another lover
since Jezebel had made her intentions clear, so why shouldn’t she?


But the wayfarers weren’t his people anymore. And they’d never
been Jezebel’s; he was the only male she’d ever been with before this. This
kind of behavior certainly wasn’t the norm among the highborn. Although, that
wasn’t true, either. Khaldun knew many lords and princes kept
mistresses—sometimes more than one—in addition to their wives. Jezebel was the
princess; she could bed whomever she wanted. Khaldun had no say in the matter.
And he needed to get over his feelings for her. 


And besides, Mira was still his one true love. Despite the
time that had gone by, he could never forget her. Even though their situation
was even more impossible than his with Jezebel. She was the lady of a holding
as far from Spanbrook as the university, but in the opposite direction. And
Khaldun’s bond to Jezebel meant he could never leave. 


But what he wouldn’t give to be with Mira again. That brief
time she’d spent with the troupe had kindled a passion in him he’d never felt
for anyone else, and doubted he’d ever feel again. She was beautiful, and
brave, and intelligent… and there was a connection with her. It was as if she’d
become a part of him. They’d talked about getting married—and even planned the
ceremony before tragedy struck. But now, it could never be. She’d probably
taken a husband by now, and might even have a child. 


Khaldun finished his mead, and drank two more bottles before
he decided to leave. He said farewell to Trey and headed back to the castle.
But once he’d reached the courtyard, he decided to go to the keep instead of
his tower. Reaching Jezebel’s door, he nodded to Preston and listened for a
moment. It was quiet inside. 


“Her Highness’s guests departed a few minutes ago,” Preston
told him. 


“Ah,” said Khaldun. He knocked on the door. It opened, and
he found Elise staring up at him; she was even shorter than Jezebel. 


“Hello, my lord,” she said, fixing him with a smile. 


“Is Her Highness available?” 


“She’s taking a bath at the moment, my lord.” 


“Who is it, Elise?” Jezebel’s voice called from within. 


“Just a moment,” the handmaiden said, closing the door. She
returned a few moments later. “Her Highness would like to see you.” 


Khaldun walked into the bedchamber. Elise started making the
bed, but sneaked a couple more glances at him as he crossed to the washroom. He
found Jezebel lying in the tub. 


“How did it go with, ah, your friends?” he asked. 


“They got the job done,” Jezebel said with a shrug. “I have
to confess, I’d lusted after Will for ages, but the fantasy was much better
than the reality.” 


“Oh?” Khaldun asked with an amused grin. 


“Well, he was too rough, for one thing. It didn’t feel good.
But thankfully, he was also quick about it. He’s so handsome and muscular… I
always imagined he’d be an amazing lover. But he was completely self-absorbed.”



“That sounds like Will,” Khaldun said with a nod. 


“Zeke took his time. He was much more enthusiastic. But he’s
not much to look at.” Jezebel sighed. “Oh, well. At least I don’t have to see
them again.” 


“No?” 


“I’m sending Elise out to a couple of the outlying farms to
find the next few. She’ll interview them; she knows what I’m looking for. I
don’t want word of what I’m doing to spread around Spanbrook Town, so I’ll be
staying away from the townies.” 


“But I’ve seen Will and Zeke at your uncle’s tavern,”
Khaldun pointed out. “Will is sure to brag about the experience, even if Zeke
stays quiet.” 


“Probably, but people aren’t likely to believe him.” 


“You don’t think Elise will talk? And Preston knows, too.” 


“Elise gave me her word she’ll be discreet,” Jezebel said
with a shrug. “I trust her. She’s been trying to get this position for ages,
and I don’t think she’ll do anything to risk losing it. And I’ve got Preston
eating out of the palm of my hand. He won’t breathe a word of it to anyone. But
honestly, it doesn’t matter much either way. I only need to keep this up long
enough to get pregnant. I doubt this sort of thing would spark an uprising.” 


“No, that’s true,” Khaldun agreed. “Although you will have
to start the process over again once you’ve given birth. That is if you still
want to produce multiple heirs.” 


“Well, we have a while before I have to worry about that,”
Jezebel said with a sigh. “I wish Allison could come back. I still can’t
believe this happened.” 


“I know,” Khaldun replied. “It’s going to take some getting
used to for me as well. But hey, you’ve got indoor plumbing now. My
chambers don’t include a washroom.” 


“Oh, well, I’ll be moving into the master suite once they
finish redecorating. You’re welcome to take these chambers, if you’d like.
Nothing says you have to live in the tower.” 


“I might take you up on that,” he said with a grin. “Did
Syllith give you any indication when she’d be returning?” 


“No, but I assumed she’d be coming right back,” Jezebel said
with a frown. “I kind of figured we would have seen her today. But I’m sure
she’ll be here soon. Why?” 


“I’m just eager to get the artifact out of here,” said
Khaldun. “I moved it to my desk, and I could feel Nyro calling to me. It was
difficult to resist.” 


“In that case, we should move you into the keep right away,”
Jezebel suggested. 


“No, I’ll be all right. I can’t feel her anymore with the
pyramid tucked into the void. And there’s no reason to bring it back again
until Syllith returns.” 


Khaldun bade the princess goodnight and headed out of the
washroom, but she called him back, reaching out to him with one arm. Khaldun
clasped his hand with hers. 


“I just wanted to say thank you,” she said. 


“For what?” Khaldun replied, feeling puzzled. 


“Oh, let me see,” Jezebel said with a grin. “Only the minor,
tiny ordeal of guiding me halfway across the world and back, and helping me
save Allison from the demon.” 


“Ah. Well, we were in it together.” 


“Yes, but I couldn’t have done it without you.” 


Khaldun smiled. “You’re welcome.” 


He left her chambers, nodding to Preston on his way out.
Outside the keep, he found Elise chatting with the guards. 


“Hello again, my lord,” she said, walking with him toward
his tower. 


“Good evening, my lady,” he said with a grin. 


Elise giggled. “So, you’re close with Her Highness, then? I
heard the two of you journeyed all the way to the Anthar mountains together.” 


“We did,” he confirmed. “And yes, we’ve grown quite close.” 


“They say the Anthars are a thousand miles away,” she said
wistfully. “I’ve never left Spanbrook. But you were with the wayfarers, right?
So, you’ve probably been all over the continent.” 


“The troupe stuck to Dorshire and Maeda, but yes, I’ve
traveled quite a bit.” 


“Say, I’ve always wanted to see inside the tower,” Elise
said as they reached the entrance, batting her eyelashes at him. “Do you think
I could come up for a minute?” 


“Sure,” Khaldun said with a grin, opening the door for her.
He was pretty sure that his night was about to improve significantly. 


Elise walked inside, saying, “It’s so dark in here.” 


Khaldun closed the door behind him and called a small flame
to light their way. Elise squealed with delight. They reached his chambers and
Khaldun waved one hand, igniting the torches. Turning, he found Elise standing
very close to him. 


“I’ve heard that sorcerers can go more than once without any
rest,” she said, smiling up at him. “Is that true?” 


Khaldun kissed her, then led her up to the bedchamber. 


 


 










Chapter Four: Syllith


 


Khaldun woke to find Elise slipping out of bed and gathering
her clothes. It was still dark outside the windows. 


“You’re up early,” he murmured. 


“I’m sorry, my lord, I didn’t mean to wake you,” she said,
climbing back into bed and kissing him. “But I’m Her Highness’s personal attendant,
so I need to have everything ready for her by the time she wakes.” 


“Her Highness isn’t much of an early riser,” Khaldun told
her with a grin. “Why don’t you stay a little longer?” 


“I’m sorry, but I can’t,” she replied, stroking his face with
one hand. “I’ll return tonight, if you wish.” 


“I’d like that very much,” he said. 


“Don’t go getting the wrong idea, though,” she added, her
tone suddenly stern. “I’m not looking for a husband or anything like that. This
is only for fun.” 


“No wrong ideas here, I promise,” he replied. Elise already
told him that she wasn’t looking for anything serious. And that she was
regularly taking the potion to prevent pregnancy. 


Elise got out of bed; with a wave of his hand, Khaldun lit
one of the torches to provide her with a little light as she got dressed. 


“Her Highness tells me you’ll be selecting her next few, ah,
mates?” he said. 


“Yes, my lord.” 


“And she believes you’ll be discreet about it,” Khaldun
added. 


“Of course, my lord,” she replied. “My family has served the
Barclays for generations. In fact, my nana had a little fling with Master
Myrddin when she was the princess’s personal attendant. That’s how I knew
about your kind’s abilities in bed,” she added with a grin. 


“Your grandmother discussed her sexual exploits with
you?” Khaldun asked disbelievingly. 


“Aye, and why not?” said Elise. “My mum died of the plague,
and it was my nana who raised me after that. She’s the best friend I’ve got.
Heard I was infatuated with you and told me all about the necromancer.” 


“But I’ve only just arrived,” Khaldun said. “Since when have
you been infatuated with me?” 


“Since yesterday,” she told him with a giggle. “Saw ya standing
atop your tower and decided right then I wanted to pursue you. I heard what
happened with the prince and his necromancer, and figured you must be Myrddin’s
replacement.” 


“News travels fast,” Khaldun muttered. 


“Anyway, it’s part of my job to keep Her Highness’s secrets.
I would never betray her, so you’ve got nothing to worry about. From me,
anyway. Can’t say the same about those farm hands.” 


“True,” Khaldun agreed. “But people are unlikely to believe
someone like Will. Having corroboration from a member of the castle staff,
however, is a whole other matter. If such a leak were to come from you,
the princess’s personal handmaiden, then the rumors would spread like
wildfire.” 


“Begging your pardon, my lord, but I ain’t no gossip,” Elise
said indignantly. “And besides, it’s a lady’s own business who she chooses to
take to bed. Men get to lay whomever they want without being shamed, so why
shouldn’t we?” 


“I agree wholeheartedly,” Khaldun replied with a grin. “And
I’m glad Her Highness is in good hands.” 


Elise shot him a smile. “I’ll see you tonight, then, my
lord.” After blowing him a kiss, she left the bedchamber and headed down the
steps. 


Khaldun got an early start that morning. He hoped Syllith
might return, but there was no sign of her that day. Nor the day after that. Oswald
sent the emissaries to the neighboring princedoms, and Badrick assigned one of
his men to make the journey to southern Maeda to find the Eagle Company.


They held Aldo’s funeral, and it seemed that the entire
population of Spanbrook turned up for it. The priest, Elijah, held the
ceremony, and the courtyard was packed. As they took the casket through the
streets of Spanbrook Town, its citizens lined the way to say farewell to their
prince. All the way to the graveyard outside the city walls, the crowd remained
enormous. 


Khaldun stood by Jezebel’s side as they lowered Aldo into
the ground. Elijah spoke again, then Jezebel tossed the first handful of dirt
onto the prince’s casket. Khaldun went next, then the rest of the household.
Finally, they returned to the castle. And still there was no sign of Syllith. 


Khaldun was growing worried. What could be causing such a
delay? True, there was no way to get to the university without passing through
lands held by Henry, but Syllith could fly over them. Could they have fired
arrows to bring her down? He certainly hoped not. 


Two more weeks went by. Khaldun kept his official chambers
in the tower, but relocated his living space to Allison’s old chambers when
Jezebel moved into the master suite. And the princess hosted half a dozen more
men, one or two at a time. 


Elise was true to her word, and kept Jezebel’s affairs to
herself. As far as Khaldun could tell from the chatter in the castle, neither
she nor Preston had told a soul. He became a regular at Trey’s, and spotted
Will, Zeke, and Edward there one night. Will got extremely drunk and boasted to
anyone who would listen that he’d had sex with the princess, but nobody seemed
to buy it. Even Edward laughed at him, and Zeke stared at his drink without
contributing to the conversation. By the end of the evening, Edward was telling
people that he’d traveled to Highgate to take Princess Salerna to bed. 


“You’re such a liar,” Will told him angrily. “She don’t even
like men!” 


Elise spent most nights with Khaldun in his new bedchamber,
but made it clear to him on several occasions that she didn’t intend to be
“tied down” by him. She even announced one night that she had eyes for one of
the blacksmiths in town; Khaldun didn’t object. He was perfectly happy to keep
the relationship casual. 


Nearly all the emissaries had returned from the other
princedoms; so far, each had responded enthusiastically to Jezebel’s proposal
for mutual defense and indicated that they would send a delegation to her
coronation. Only the envoy they’d sent to Wayland, the princedom to the
northwest of Spanbrook, had yet to return. 


“If he doesn’t show up soon, we’ll have to send a search
party,” Jezebel said one morning at their privy council meeting. “It doesn’t
take this long to travel to Wayland and back.” 


“Yes, Your Highness,” Badrick agreed. 


“Oswald, what do we know about Prince Reuben?” Jezebel
asked. 


“He is a man of peace, Your Highness,” Oswald told her.
“Relations between Spanbrook and Wayland were strong throughout Aldo’s reign. I
don’t imagine he would be responsible for the holdup.” 


“It could be bandits,” Badrick suggested. “There’s plenty of
wilderness between here and Wayland Town where he could have run into trouble.”



Jezebel nodded. “If he hasn’t returned by tomorrow, let’s
send a detachment.” 


“Yes, Your Highness.” 


“I’m also concerned about Syllith’s delay,” said Khaldun. “I’m
quite anxious for her return.” He shot Jezebel a meaningful look. 


The princess nodded, her expression grave. They hadn’t told
the others about the artifact, but Khaldun knew she was as eager as he was to
be rid of it. 


“We may need to send someone to the university soon, too,”
she said. “Although, without a flying carpet, that will be somewhat more
problematic than bandits in Wayland.” 


Oswald’s eyes narrowed. “Why should we be concerned about
the witch? She is not an agent of this princedom.” 


“We have some unfinished business with her,” Jezebel replied
cryptically, her tone not brooking any further inquiry. Oswald didn’t reply,
but shot Khaldun a curious glance. 


After they’d finished, Jezebel asked Khaldun to stay behind
for a moment. Once the others had left, she said, “I did it. I’m pregnant.” 


“Are you sure?” 


“Well, I missed my cycle, and I’ve been getting cramps—I
normally never get them. And my breasts have been swollen and tender.” 


“You should confirm it with the healer,” Khaldun suggested. “It’s
still very early.” 


“I will, but I’m pretty sure this is it. I wanted you to
know first.” 


“Congratulations,” said Khaldun, squeezing her hand. “So,
I’m guessing this will be the end of the man parade for now?” 


“Oh, yes,” Jezebel said with a sigh. “And not a moment too
soon. I think this experience might have made me permanently unattracted to
men.” 


Khaldun chuckled. “Well, you can’t swear them off yet if you
still want multiple heirs.” 


“Don’t remind me,” Jezebel said, rolling her eyes. “I might
have to reconsider that plan.” 


They needn’t have worried about Syllith. After lunch that
day, as Khaldun was returning to his tower, her carpet passed over the gate and
landed in the courtyard. Khaldun went to fetch Jezebel, and the three of them
gathered in his chambers. He sat down behind his desk, the princess and the
witch across from him. 


“I apologize for my prolonged absence,” said Syllith, “but
there ended up being much to do at the university. I was going to send a
messenger, but then finally, I was able to get away.” 


“What was going on there?” Jezebel asked. 


“Well, the governors held an inquiry,” Syllith explained.
“When I showed up with Allison, they were very interested in learning what had
happened here. But they also wanted to know if I had any information about
Enigma’s whereabouts.


“So, I explained what we’d learned about Pytha, and the
catastrophe we would be facing if we couldn’t find a way to restore the wards
protecting that land. Much to my surprise, they agreed. They had me fly two of
the sorcerers to the watchtower to assist Enigma.” 


“Who, exactly?” Khaldun asked. 


“Semblant and Sage.” 


“I’m familiar with Semblant,” said Jezebel. “He’s the
shapeshifter, right?” Syllith nodded. “What about Sage? I don’t think I’ve
heard of him before.” 


“Sage is a woman,” Syllith told them. “And the only governor
from Shifar. She’s almost seven feet tall and all muscle. But she’s also the
university’s preeminent magical scholar. If anyone can figure out how to
fortify the wards around Pytha, she can.” 


“That’s a fortunate turn of events,” said Khaldun. “Enigma
told us that they refused to grant you permission to travel to Pytha, then
expelled you when you defied them. I wonder what changed.” 


“This time, I approached Sage first,” Syllith explained. “I
knew if I could convince her, the others would listen. In hindsight, I wish I’d
done that the first time. My specialty borders on necromancy, so I make the
others uneasy. I think my request to investigate the old ones alarmed them. But
they hold Sage in high regard. With her help, they even agreed to reinstate
Enigma and me to the council.” 


“That’s great news!” said Khaldun. 


“I do feel vindicated,” Syllith replied. “The governors have
also expressed a desire to reestablish formal ties with Spanbrook, now that
Myrddin’s gone. It would be a good idea to have Khaldun travel to the
university to do that.” 


“Yes, definitely,” said Jezebel. “The rift with Spanbrook
only existed because Myrddin became a necromancer, right?” 


“Correct,” said Syllith. “And I was thinking that while
we’re gone, I can take Khaldun to Highgate to have Azure make him a carpet.”


“That would be amazing,” Khaldun said with a grin. He’d
missed the little time he’d spent using Enigma’s before the dragon incinerated
it. “It would be super useful to have one.” 


“I’m surprised more mages don’t have them,” said Jezebel. 


“Well, they haven’t existed for very long,” Syllith replied.
“Azure spent years perfecting the spells, and so far, Enigma’s the only one
who’s been able to replicate his work. And those two are in agreement that
they’d like to limit their production and provide them only to people we can
trust. But in any event, it’s extremely difficult for us normal mages to
control them. I can’t go nearly as fast as Enigma, for example, and flying
takes my full concentration.” 


“Making it difficult to cast other spells while you’re
airborne?” Khaldun asked. 


“Yes, exactly,” Syllith confirmed. “Doing so requires me to
relinquish control of the carpet momentarily. Enigma and Azure have no such
difficulties.” 


“Well, I’d like to have you both here for the coronation,”
said Jezebel. “But why don’t you make the trip right after that?” 


“Perfect,” said Syllith. “That’ll give us time to get your
new sorcerer trained up a bit.” 


“Do you know how Allison is doing?” Jezebel asked. 


“Yes. She’s adjusting well. They’ve bound her to one of the
university mages, so she’ll remain there. She’s started her training and can
call the four basic forces already.” 


“Who did they bind her to?” asked Jezebel. 


“I’m sorry; for security reasons, I’m not allowed to say,”
said Syllith. “But it’s a well-respected mage who’s been at the university for many
years. She’ll be fine.” 


Jezebel nodded. 


“And keep this to yourselves, but the governors are
considering grooming Allison to join the council one day.” 


“Seriously?” asked Jezebel. “That’s terrific, but why her?
She’d never done magic before her transformation.” 


“It’s not based on her skill as a mage,” Syllith explained.
“She was a princess who stood to inherit a powerful princedom. The training and
education she received here make her perfect for the job. The university operates
as its own country, and the governors are its leaders. And Vision probably
doesn’t have too much time left. He won’t tell anyone his age, but rumor has it
he’s over three hundred years old. He’s still quite vigorous, but I don’t know
how much longer he’ll be around.” 


“That’s incredible,” said Jezebel. “Why do they call him
‘Vision’?” 


“He can see things from afar,” Syllith explained. “His
ability is similar to what you can do with the seeing stones, but he requires
no special device to do it.” 


“That would be a useful skill to have,” Khaldun observed. 


“Yes,” Syllith agreed. “So, how have things been here?”  


Jezebel told her about their efforts to establish treaties
with the neighboring princedoms, and the plans for her coronation. “But there
is one thing we need to bring up with you,” she concluded. 


“Oh?” asked Syllith. 


“Show her,” said Jezebel. 


Khaldun held his hand above his desk, removing the artifact
from the void. Syllith stared at it for a moment before saying, “You’ve got to
be kidding me. Another one? Where did you find it?” 


“Here, in my chambers, tucked into the void,” said Khaldun.
“But it’s not like the one we recovered from Stanbridge.” 


“How so?” she asked, her eyes narrowing as she met Khaldun’s
gaze. But then she snapped her eyes back to the artifact and gasped. “I can
feel it… someone’s beckoning to me from the other side of the portal. Have you
opened it?” 


“I have,” Khaldun admitted. 


“And what happened?” 


“Try it.” 


Getting to her feet, Syllith grasped her staff. She tipped
it toward the pyramid and muttered a spell. When she spoke the word of command,
a serpent of smoke exploded from the artifact, circling the room and blocking
the light from the windows before taking Nyro’s form. But the moment she
appeared, she fixed Jezebel with a stare, her expression one of rage. 


“You,” Nyro said, her voice barely more than a whisper. 


Jezebel jumped to her feet, backing away from the demon and
drawing her wand, as if she expected an attack. Khaldun saw the fear in her
eyes, but also the resolve. 


“Nyro,” Syllith whispered, also backing away from the demon.



Nyro turned her gaze to the witch, her reaction to Jezebel
nothing more than a memory. “And who might you be?” she said, approaching her
with a curious look. “Ah… one of the university’s illustrious governors has
graced me with her presence?” 


But Syllith backed away again, pointing her staff at the
artifact again and closing the portal. Nyro disappeared, and the light returned
to the room. 


“I don’t fucking believe it,” said Syllith, rounding on
Khaldun. “What the hell was that? If she can project herself here through the
portal, then the wards around Pytha must be in worse shape than we realized!”


“I don’t think so,” said Khaldun, as the women retook their
seats. “There’s no magic coming from her. Other than thought, that is.” 


Syllith considered his words for a moment. “The apparition
was only in our minds?” 


Khaldun nodded. “That’s what I believe, yes. And she’s
locked the portal onto herself somehow. I couldn’t access the spirit realm with
it—only her. What I don’t understand is how she can still be so… human. The
other two demons I’ve encountered were more like animals, seemingly incapable
of rational thought.” 


“Nyro is vastly more powerful than those others,” Syllith
reminded him. “And I’m sure she took measures in life to ensure she would
retain as much of her mind as possible in death.” 


“Her reaction to me was startling,” said Jezebel. “How would
she have any idea who I am?” 


“I don’t know,” Khaldun replied, shaking his head. “Perhaps
she sensed your presence when we visited the watchtower? Although she didn’t
seem to recognize me, so that’s probably not it.” 


“No,” said Syllith. “I wasn’t familiar to her at first,
either, and I destroyed some of her lesser demons. It doesn’t seem like she can
sense people through that barrier. But how did she figure out I was a governor?”



“I think she can read our minds,” said Khaldun. “Thought,
again. It seems to be the only thing she can project or sense through the
portal.” 


Syllith nodded. “This must be how Myrddin learned the spells
to become a necromancer. Nyro taught him.” 


“Not exactly,” said Khaldun. This was the moment he’d been
dreading. He and Jezebel had discussed at length how they’d reveal their
discoveries to Syllith. And he knew the second would be controversial. “I found
a scroll with the artifact. She wrote the spells on that.” 


“Where is it?” 


“We’re keeping that,” Jezebel told her. “We’d like you to
take the artifact to the university to be destroyed, but the scroll is ours.” 


“Yes, I need to take that thing away immediately,” said
Syllith. “I’m sure Vision possesses the knowledge to destroy it. Either Enigma
or Sage would be my first choice, but they’re at the watchtower, and I’m not
bringing the artifact anywhere near there. I’m exhausted from my journey here,
so I’ll need to rest first. But I’ll leave tomorrow at first light. This can’t
wait for the coronation.” 


They sat quietly for a moment, and Khaldun was surprised
that she hadn’t said anything else. But then she added, “You should allow me to
take the scroll, too.” 


“No. It belongs to Spanbrook,” Jezebel replied. “We’re
letting you take the artifact. But the scroll stays here.” 


“Do you plan to use it?” Syllith asked, her tone suddenly
icy. 


“Not now,” said Jezebel. “Nor in the foreseeable future.
Khaldun is new to his power and wants to master his skills as a sorcerer first.
And then we’ll see. We may never use it, but if circumstances should warrant
it, I want to have it available.” 


Syllith nodded. “All right. I can understand that. And if
you agree to use it only as a last resort, in a situation of urgent need, then
I believe I can allow you to keep it, with one condition, and justify that
decision to the other governors. They’ll want Khaldun to reaffirm that
commitment when he visits, too, I’m sure.” 


“Allow us to keep it?” Jezebel said, bristling with
indignation. “It belongs to Spanbrook and you have no authority here.” 


“Jez, we’re getting what we wanted,” said Khaldun. “Relax.” 


“Nyro left these items here herself, I assume?” said
Syllith. 


“Yes,” Khaldun confirmed. “It turns out she grew up in
Spanbrook. And apparently, she foresaw her own downfall. So, she came here and
left the artifact and the scroll tucked into the void right here in these
chambers.” 


“As a potential escape route,” Syllith said with a nod. “Well,
Your Highness, if you take a look at Spanbrook’s founding charter, you’ll find
it specifies that any and all heirlooms and relics of the Pythan Empire that
should turn up inside your borders are the property of the university.” 


“What?” said Jezebel. “How would you know what’s in
Spanbrook’s charter?” 


“Because the university included that clause in the founding
documents of every princedom on the continent,” Syllith explained. “As
I’m sure you’re aware, the governors back then were a little overzealous in
their quest to destroy anything pertaining to Nyro or necromancy. So, they were
very careful to include that language.” 


“But you just said you’d let us keep the scroll,” Jezebel
replied with a tone of confusion. 


“Yes, and I said there was one condition,” Syllith reminded
her. 


“And what might that be?” 


“You’ll let me make a copy.” 


“No,” said Jezebel. 


“Why not?” said Syllith. “You get to keep the original. And
the university regains this ancient knowledge.” 


“I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” said Jezebel. “The
original governors might have been committed to rooting out any trace of
necromancy, but how do we know the current ones share their fervor? What if one
of them decides to use these spells and become another Nyro?” 


“I know them,” Syllith said with a shake of her head. “That
won’t happen. Don’t forget, they banished me just for going to investigate what
was going on in Pytha. Believe me, they share their ancient counterparts’ ardor.”



“All of them?” asked Jezebel, her eyes narrowing. 


Syllith hesitated for just a moment. “Yes.” 


“You don’t sound so sure,” Jezebel said. “What aren’t you
telling us?” 


Syllith let out a long sigh, rolling her eyes. “Unfounded
rumors. Nothing more.” 


“About one of the governors?” Jezebel asked. “One of the
sorcerers?” 


“Yes. But I tracked them myself for more than a year and
couldn’t substantiate the stories.” 


“What stories? That he was experimenting with necromancy?
Which one was it?” 


“I can’t say. As I said, the rumors were false.” 


“Was it one of the men?” 


“Look. Enigma and I have gone to great lengths to contain
Nyro and destroy some of her demons. Warhammer, Vision, and all the conjurnors
oppose necromancy with the same zeal as the old-timers. They’d probably insist
on destroying the scroll and not making any copies. So, you don’t need to
worry about any of those people. And I’d take my copy to Enigma for
safekeeping. There’s no reason for any of the others to have access to it.” 


“Then why do you want a copy?” asked Khaldun. 


“I told you that you’d have to promise to use the scroll only
under the direst of circumstances. The same would apply to us.” 


“What are you getting at?” asked Jezebel. 


“Nyro. It all comes back to Nyro. If Henry does somehow
manage to capture a sorcerer, and compels them to become a necromancer, he’ll
force them to try binding her. You can count on it. And if that happens,
Nyro would overpower the sorcerer, taking total control. You both saw what
happened to Myrddin. He bound a demon that was a little too strong for him, and
in time, it escaped his control. Nyro is many orders of magnitude more powerful
than that specter. Not even Enigma would be strong enough to control her.


“But if Nyro were to come back, then having our most
powerful sorcerers become necromancers might be the only chance we’d have of
defeating her. Enigma. Sage. Shatter, perhaps. Together, as necromancers, they
might stand a chance against Nyro. 


“Enigma and I have discussed this on many occasions. He was
understandably resistant to the idea at first. But as a last resort, he agreed
that he would do what was necessary. We talked about trying to break into the
Darkhold again to take the spells from Dredmort. I was so close last time—I had
his book in my hands. But he caught me and I was lucky to escape with my life.
But now, the very spells we need have fallen into your laps. This changes
everything. 


“I ask you again. I implore you. Let me make a copy, and
I’ll make sure the governors allow you to keep the original. And we’ll make a
pact, here and now, that neither of us will ever use the spells unless there’s
no other choice. I’ll give the copy to Enigma for safekeeping. And Khaldun
keeps the original hidden here.” 


Khaldun thought this was perfectly reasonable. He would have
agreed then and there, but it wasn’t his choice to make. Jezebel let out a long
sigh and said, “Let me think about it. You’re not leaving till morning. I’ll
make my decision by then.” 


“Nyro said that she foresaw more than one path to freedom,
but that they all started here,” said Khaldun. “What other way out could she
possibly have?” 


Syllith shook her head. “Nyro is deceptive and manipulative.
This is evident from the scant records of her reign I’ve been able to find.” 


“So, she was lying,” said Jezebel.


“I think so,” Syllith agreed. “Or she was referring to more
than one person finding the items she left here, as has already happened.
Perhaps Myrddin represented one possible path to freedom, and Khaldun a
second.” 


“I also pointed out that I wouldn’t know how to free her,”
Khaldun continued. “She said she would teach me. And I don’t think that
was a lie. She desperately wanted me to go to Pytha, and there wouldn’t be much
point in bringing me there if there was no way for me to liberate her.” 


“Wait a minute,” said Jezebel. “I thought Enigma told us
that the two of you opened a portal in the barrier to release a couple of the
minor demons. To destroy them.” 


“We didn’t open that portal. Enigma did. No normal
mage could do it because we don’t know the spells. The elves created that
barrier. Enigma was able to create a small opening, and just briefly. But he
could only do that because he’s a sorcerer and doesn’t need to know the spells
to tinker with the magic. And even that little portal took everything he had.
No lesser sorcerer could have pulled it off. And not even Enigma can destroy
the barrier, or replicate its magic.” 


“Then how would I be able to open the barrier?” asked
Khaldun. 


“You wouldn’t without Nyro’s guidance,” said Syllith. “But Nyro’s
had an awfully long time to examine those spells. And she understands them well
enough that she and the other demons have been able to chip away at them, even
from the inside, which I never would have thought possible. So, I’m sure she
could instruct you how to break through from the outside. 


“But it would also take a sorcerer to do it. Only a sorcerer
could poke a hole in that barrier, and only a sorcerer could bind her.” 


“Then how can Dredmort possibly hope to do it?” asked
Jezebel. “Even if they were to capture a sorcerer, surely that person wouldn’t
be strong enough to get through the barrier.” 


Khaldun gasped. “Dredmort got his hands on that artifact we
recovered from Stanbridge. Could he have used it to communicate with Nyro?” 


“That’s what Enigma and I believe,” Syllith confirmed. “And
I’m willing to bet she would have provided him with some other means of
contacting her. That way, once they do capture a sorcerer and take them to
Pytha, they’ll be able to get in touch with Nyro to get help with the barrier.”



Jezebel sat back in her chair, taking a deep breath, and
letting it out in a long sigh. “Could you give me a few minutes to discuss all
of this with Khaldun?” 


“Yes, of course,” said Syllith, getting to her feet. “Come
and find me when you’re done, sorcerer. We can get a little training in before
we leave.” She left the room. 


 


 










Chapter Five: Captured


 


Jezebel waited until they heard the door close at the bottom
of the stairs, then said, “What do you think?” 


“We should give her a copy of the spells. No question.” 


“You trust her?” 


“Absolutely, I do,” said Khaldun. “Don’t you?” 


Jezebel nodded. “I think so. She wouldn’t be able to use the
spells herself; she’s not a sorcerer. And I definitely trust Enigma. If Nyro
were to escape, then I’d want him to become a necromancer. I hadn’t
thought of that before.” 


“My thought exactly,” Khaldun agreed. 


“All right,” she said. “Make her a copy. But don’t give it
to her until you’re about to leave tomorrow. I want her to sweat this out a
little.” Khaldun nodded. Jezebel shot him a mischievous grin. “So, who do you
think she was taking about? The one who might have been experimenting with
necromancy?” 


“I have no idea,” Khaldun said with a shrug. 


“Well, who are the sorcerer governors? There’s Enigma,
Semblant, Allure, Sage, Vision, and… damn, who was the last one? Oh, Shatter,
right?”


“No, Warhammer,” said Khaldun. “Shatter’s the court mage in
Stoutwall.” 


“All right. And she said that Warhammer and Vision shared
the ancient governors’ zeal against necromancy. And she suggested that Enigma
and Sage could become necromancers if necessary. So, the rumors must have been about…”



“Allure or Semblant,” Khaldun finished for her. Jezebel
fixed him with a stare, opening her mouth to say something, but then thinking
better of it. “What is it?” 


She hemmed and hawed for a few moments, then said, “I had an
odd encounter with Allure when we were at the university.” 


“You did? When?” 


“I never told you or Raphael about it. But I woke up in the
middle of the night when we were staying in his cottage. I felt like there was
someone out in the woods beckoning to me. So, I got up and went out there. And
I found Allure. She tried to entice me to enroll at the university. But she
also told me that I’d inherited magic from both of my parents, but that I
wouldn’t become a sorcerer. It was as if she could read my mind. She knew I was
on a quest to find Enigma and save Allison.


“But at first, I just saw this golden glowing thing, like a
little spark. And then it turned into Allure. But I saw the golden spark again,
here in Allison’s chambers right before she left. It was female, but it wasn’t
Allure. And she told me she’d be watching me.” 


“A golden spark spoke to you?” Khaldun said skeptically. 


“Don’t give me that look,” she told him. “I’m not crazy.
There’s someone or something at the university that can turn into a spark. And
I thought it was Allure at first, but it sure didn’t sound like her that last
time. The voice was deeper.” 


“I don’t understand. Did they follow us here?” 


“I don’t know, but I don’t think so,” she replied, furrowing
her brow. “I don’t think the spark was human.” 


“What was it, then? A demon?” 


“Maybe. Something like that.” 


“Well, I don’t know what that could have been,” Khaldun said
with a sigh. “But it sounds like it’s in league with Allure. And that makes me
feel like she’s the one we shouldn’t trust.” 


“Yes. I think you might be right.” 


They left the tower, and Khaldun walked Jezebel to her
offices. He hadn’t seen Syllith on his way there, so he went to check the great
hall. Sure enough, she was in there eating. Once she’d finished, she suggested
that they go out to the courtyard to practice. 


“I’m surprised the trip here from the university drained you
so much,” he said. “Enigma gave us his carpet when we left the watchtower, and
we flew almost the whole day. It was tiring for sure, but not too bad with a
couple of rests.” 


“You’re a sorcerer,” Syllith reminded him. “Flying a carpet
is much harder for us normal mages. But speaking of carpets, I’d like to start
with imbuing objects with magical properties.” 


“I connected a set of mirrors the other day; does that
count?” Khaldun asked with a grin. 


“To establish communication between the two?” Syllith asked
skeptically. Khaldun nodded. “Impressive. You’re progressing faster than I
thought. Well, then this first exercise should be easy for you,” she added,
picking up a stone from the ground. “I want you to infuse this with air.” 


“How do you mean?” he asked, taking the rock from her. 


“Give it magic so it floats on its own.” 


Khaldun held the stone in his open hand and focused on calling
air and embedding it within the substance of the rock. After only a moment, it
rose from his palm, floating several inches above it. He couldn’t help
grinning. 


“Take your hand away.” Khaldun did, and the stone stayed
where it was, hovering in midair. “All right,” Syllith said, nodding
appreciatively. “I didn’t believe you could do it, but I was wrong. But if you
did connect those mirrors properly, then this should have been easy.” 


“It was. But why is that?” 


“Linking two objects to each other is much harder than
imbuing a single one with magic. And doing this sort of thing with the magical
force is also more difficult than it is with the four basic forces.” 


“How long will it keep floating?” Khaldun asked. 


“It depends on how much energy you put into your spell,”
said Syllith. “This will probably last only a few minutes. Put more magic into
it, and it could stay like this for a few hours.” 


“But what about the mirrors? I thought those would stay
connected forever unless someone removed the spell?” 


“That’s correct,” Syllith confirmed. “But the basic forces
typically have nature counteracting them. Gravity is still pulling this stone
toward the ground. Eventually, it will overpower the spell. The same would be
true if you imbued it with fire. The heat in the rock would eventually
dissipate into the air around it. But with the mirrors, there’s nothing in
nature working against the magical force you put into them, so their link will
remain indefinitely.”


“That makes sense. I’ve seen a few mages use a sheet of
energy to bind people. Could you teach me that?” 


“Yes, good idea,” she replied. “First, I’m going to use the
spell on you, and I want to see you cancel it.” Khaldun nodded. Syllith held
out her staff and cast the spell. An area of shimmering blue light formed above
his head and covered him like a blanket. “Now, sense the magic, and—” 


Before she could finish, Khaldun washed the spell away with
a thought. “That wasn’t so tough.” 


“I wasn’t done,” she chided. “I wanted you to commit the
feeling of the spell to memory so you could recreate it.” 


“Oh,” Khaldun replied, feeling crestfallen. But he had
experienced this spell a few times before. “Let me try it anyway. I think I can
do it.” 


“Go ahead.” 


Khaldun held out one hand, and imagined gathering the
magical force above the witch’s head. Sure enough, a sheet of blue energy
formed, and he directed it to cover her. But as it fell, Syllith uttered a
counter-spell, and it passed through her as if she weren’t there. 


Syllith chuckled. “I’ll confess, I thought you were going to
need a lot more work than this. But I envy you. Magic never came so easily to
me.” 


“It’s only because I’m a sorcerer, though, right? It wasn’t
this easy for me before my transformation.” 


“That is a large part of it,” Syllith agreed. “But it’s more
than that. I didn’t want to say this in front of Her Highness, but Allison is
having a much tougher time coming into her magic. She has called the
four basic forces, but it’s been a struggle.” 


“Why is that? It should be as easy for her as it is for me,
shouldn’t it?” 


“Not at all. You were already a mage for many years before
your metamorphosis. Allison didn’t even know she possessed magic before hers.” 


“Ah, I guess that would make a difference.” 


“Yes, but despite that, you are still picking things up
faster than I anticipated. But that’s enough discussion. Let’s move on to
something else.” 


“What about calling a tornado?” Khaldun asked with a grin.
“We saw you use that against Nineve at your cottage.” 


“At my cottage?” she asked, her eyes narrowing. 


“Well, we weren’t there when you did it, but after we found
your place, I could sense that magic had been performed there. I was able to
see what happened and show it to Jezebel.” 


“Had you ever seen a mage implement that kind of spell
before?” Khaldun shook his head. “It seems you have an affinity for the magical
force.” 


“Illusions were my forte when I was a wizard,” he said with
a shrug. 


“That could explain it,” Syllith replied with a nod. “We can
try a tornado. What I did at the cottage was a water spout, but that would be
much more difficult here. Doing it by the sea, there’s much more water
available for the spell. But either way, it’s only a matter of calling air and
water at the same time, and adding the magical force to provide the rotation.
Watch.”


Syllith held out her staff, and began uttering the spells.
At first, nothing happened. But then Khaldun spotted a leaf circling round and
round across the courtyard from them. Within moments, it picked up in
intensity, and soon, there was a funnel of dirt and debris spinning ever
faster. It was small, rising only twice as tall as Khaldun, but still seemed
like it would do some damage if it hit him. Khaldun focused on its energy,
sensing the spells Syllith was pouring into it to keep it going. 


Passersby stopped what they were doing to watch the
spectacle, some of them running away from the twister as it bobbed across the
courtyard. But finally, Syllith let it dissipate. “Your turn,” she said with a
grin.


Holding his arms out to his sides, Khaldun focused on
gathering the air and magical forces to create a cyclone of his own. Slowly, it
began. As it became visible, he tried wringing the water out of the air around
them to make it a water spout, but this proved fruitless. Syllith was right:
there simply wasn’t enough water present to do it. Giving that up, he
concentrated instead on growing the twister larger. 


But suddenly someone screamed. Khaldun realized that a
little girl had emerged from the castle, nearly running into his spell. He
canceled the magic immediately and the girl ran back inside. 


Syllith taught him how to throw a fireball next. She hurled
one at the nearest wall, keeping it small to make sure it wouldn’t do any
damage. Khaldun threw one next, but put a little too much force into it. The
stone glowed red-hot where it impacted. 


“That’s enough of that, I think,” Syllith said, raising her
eyebrows. 


“What about shield spells?” Khaldun asked. “We saw Nineve
use one when we fought her in Oxcart. It canceled anything we threw at her.” 


“Yes, those can be quite useful in a fight,” she agreed. “I
find them difficult to sustain in the heat of battle, but given your aptitude
with the magical force, you shouldn’t have any problem.” 


Syllith held out her staff, turning in a circle and
muttering her incantations. Once she’d completed a full circle, Khaldun noticed
a shimmering sphere form around her, but it seemed to disappear a moment later.



“Throw something at me,” she told him. 


Khaldun hurled a fireball at her. But it hit her sphere and
disappeared. 


“Try to sense what I did here,” Syllith told him. “It’s
nothing but the magical force, but it’s tricky. The spell isn’t actively doing
anything, only canceling any magic that touches it.” 


Khaldun could feel its presence, even though he couldn’t see
it after that first moment. “I think I’ve got it.” Syllith eliminated her
shield and instructed Khaldun to try it. Holding out both arms again, he
gathered the magical force around him, but concentrated on its capacity for
counteracting spells. Moments later, a sphere shimmered around him briefly.
“I’m ready.” 


Syllith held out her staff and spoke an incantation. A jet
of fire slammed into Khaldun’s spell, but bounced off, flying over the castle
walls. 


“That’s not quite right,” she said with a chuckle. “But
still very effective!” 


Syllith threw a fireball at him; this also bounced off,
flying into his tower. She directed a small cyclone at him next, but this
struck his sphere and rebounded back toward her. In the end, she had to cancel
it to avoid being hit. 


Khaldun dropped his spell. 


“Try it again,” said Syllith. “But this time, imagine the
magic dousing anything that touches it—like pouring water on a flame—instead of
deflecting it.” 


Khaldun gathered the magic around him again, trying to tap
into its dampening effects this time. This did the trick. Syllith threw a jet
of fire, a fireball, and a twister at him again, and this time, his magic
canceled her every spell. 


“I feel like that first spell could be useful, too,” Khaldun
said as he dropped his shield. 


“Yes, particularly if you find yourself fighting multiple
enemies on your own,” Syllith agreed. “But you’ll want to be careful with that
if you’re part of a larger force. You wouldn’t want the enemies’ spells hitting
your allies.” 


“Good point,” Khaldun said with a nod. “I wasn’t in control
of which way the deflected spells went.” 


“Let’s do one more thing,” said Syllith. “I’m going to teach
you a sleep spell. But before we begin, it’s imperative that you understand how
dangerous this kind of magic can be. The university has banned spells that
interfere with the normal functions of the human mind. They’ve been found to
cause madness. But the sleep spell is the least harmful and can come in quite
useful when engaging an enemy. Officially speaking, it is still prohibited. But
if you use it to save a life—your own or someone else’s—then you wouldn’t face
any punishment. Understood?” 


“Yes,” Khaldun replied with a nod. 


“As a sorcerer, you could figure out how to use this type of
magic to do many other things—modifying memory, as Myrddin did to Leda, for
example. But you must resist the urge to experiment with this. You heard about
the sickness Myrddin’s magic caused. Using the sleep spell on someone once or
twice is unlikely to cause any lasting damage. But you must never apply it to
the same person more than that.” 


“I understand.” 


Syllith regarded him in silence for a moment, as if deciding
if she wanted to proceed or not. But finally, she said, “We’ll need a couple of
people to practice on,” she said, gazing around the courtyard. “Wait here—I’ll
be right back,” she said before trotting off. She returned moments later with
two of the stable boys. They each shot apprehensive glances at Khaldun; he
smiled at them reassuringly. 


Syllith taught Khaldun the spell. Once he’d committed it to
memory, he held out one hand toward the first boy and recited it, finishing
with the word of command, and paying close attention to how the magic was
operating. The boy swooned; Syllith caught him before he hit the ground,
setting him down gently. 


“Now, cancel the spell to wake him,” she said. 


Khaldun repeated the words, using the opposite word of
command. The boy groaned and opened his eyes. Khaldun tried it on the second
boy, this time without using the spell’s words. This worked as well. He did it
again to wake him, then they thanked the boys for their help, and they hurried
back to the stables. 


Before they could work on anything else, Khaldun heard a
commotion over by the gate. He spotted one of the castle guards getting off his
horse and hurrying into Jezebel’s offices. Khaldun excused himself and rushed
over to see what was going on; Syllith followed. But by the time they’d reached
the door, Jezebel was already emerging with the guard. 


“What’s wrong?” asked Khaldun. 


“A messenger showed up at the western end of town,” Jezebel
told them. “Said something about transporting a sorcerer to the university, but
they were attacked.” 


“Attacked where?” asked Syllith, her expression grave. 


Jezebel shrugged, turning to the guard. 


“I don’t know, my lady. He passed out before we could get
anything else out of him. He’s in pretty rough shape.” 


“Take us to him,” Syllith replied. 


Khaldun looked to Jezebel; she nodded. He and Syllith
followed the guard out of the castle, setting off at a trot. They moved beyond
the wall, and past the western limit of the town. There was a crowd gathered by
the side of the road. 


“Make way!” the guard shouted, leading them to the center of
the group. 


A man was lying on the ground, his clothes in tatters, and
blood dripping from multiple wounds. Syllith dropped to her knee right next to
him, checking his pulse. She tried shaking him to wake him up, then smacked him
lightly on the cheek. But the man didn’t stir. 


“What I’m about to do should be implemented only in an
emergency,” Syllith said, looking up at Khaldun. He nodded. Returning her
attention to the man, she held her staff over him and muttered an incantation.
Khaldun could sense the spell operating on his brain. Suddenly the man opened
his eyes and gasped, staring up at Syllith. 


“Where am I?” he asked, but then coughed up some blood. 


Syllith leaned back to avoid being splattered. “You’re in
Spanbrook. Where is the sorcerer you were transporting?” 


The man gazed up at her for a moment as if he was having
trouble remembering. “We were in Wayland,” he said finally. “On our way here.
They attacked us…” 


“Who did?” 


“Don’t know,” he said shaking his head. “But they captured
the girl.” 


“The sorcerer? They took the sorcerer?” 


The man nodded. “We tried to stop them but there were too
many.” 


“Were the men from Fosland?” Syllith asked. “Was it Henry’s
men?” 


The man opened his mouth to reply, but only expelled his
breath without speaking. Syllith checked his pulse again, but turned to Khaldun
and shook her head. “See that he gets a proper burial,” she said to the guard
as she regained her feet. “We need to investigate this,” she told Khaldun. 


“Do you think Henry could be behind it?” 


Syllith considered it for a moment. “It doesn’t seem likely.
It’s standard practice to send new sorcerers to the university. Wherever this
girl came from, the lord or prince in her territory would have ordered an
escort to take her there without delay. To the best of my knowledge, Henry
hasn’t stationed any troops this far west.” 


“He might have spies, though.” 


“I’m sure he does. But it would take time for a spy to get a
message to Fosland, and for them to send troops” 


“Unless they used mirrors.” 


“That’s true. But regardless of who captured her,
she’s an unbound sorcerer. We need to find her. Let’s get back to the castle
and we can take my carpet.” 


They hurried back the way they’d come and stopped by
Jezebel’s office to update her on the situation. 


“Wayland,” she said with a sigh. “I’ll bet you Reuben is
behind this. Spanbrook may have had a good relationship with them for ages, but
our emissary hasn’t returned yet, either. We were getting ready to send a
search party.” 


“Hopefully, we can get him back as well as this sorcerer,
Your Highness,” said Syllith. 


“We can send a detachment of guards with you,” Jezebel
suggested. 


“We’re going to take my carpet, so we’ll only be able to
take a couple more—we’ll need to save spots for the hostages. But Your
Highness, taking your men there could be interpreted as an act of war.” 


“So could abducting our emissary.”


“Yes, but if Khaldun and I take care of this on our own, we
can act purely as agents of the university. He’s your court mage, but as a
governor, I can requisition his service.” 


“We won’t provoke a conflict, but neither will we back down
from a fight,” Jezebel replied. “I won’t hide behind treaties or laws; we must
project strength. Take two guards.” 


“Very well, Your Highness,” Syllith said with a bow. 


“I thought the university had to remain neutral?” Khaldun
asked her. 


“It does so by choice,” she replied. “But the abduction of
an unbound sorcerer is one instance where we will always take sides. Trust me,
my colleagues would expect me to do everything in my power to rescue her.” 


Syllith had left her carpet in Jezebel’s offices earlier for
safekeeping, so she grabbed that, then headed out to the courtyard. Khaldun
followed her, and Jezebel sent two of her men. Syllith unfurled the carpet on
the ground, instructed Khaldun to sit down on the front-left corner, and
positioned the guards at the rear corners. 


“You’re in for a wild ride,” Khaldun told them over his
shoulder. One of them was already turning green. 


Syllith took her place across from Khaldun, but then turned
to him and said, “Before we leave, you should go retrieve those mirrors you
connected. Keep one and give its pair to the princess.” 


“Good thinking,” he said. He ran up to his chambers and
grabbed the mirrors. Pocketing one, he gave the other to Jezebel, then returned
to the carpet and retook his seat. 


Syllith began uttering her spells. The carpet lifted off the
ground, rising slowly at first, until they were looking down at Khaldun’s
tower. Then they shot off to the west. Khaldun heard one of the men screaming
behind him. 


Syllith followed the west road out of Spanbrook, flying at
top speed. When they reached the first major fork, she turned to the northwest
toward Wayland. Khaldun kept his eye on the terrain below, searching for any
signs of the sorcerer or her captors. Only an hour later, he spotted what
looked like the wreckage of a carriage. Catching Syllith’s attention, he
pointed toward the ground. 


They had flown past the debris by the time Syllith slowed
them down, so they circled around, then touched down by the road. Syllith
removed the spells holding them on the carpet. The guard who’d looked sick
before jumped to his feet and puked up his guts in the shrubs. 


Khaldun couldn’t help grimacing. But he could empathize with
the man; he probably hadn’t woken up that day expecting to fly like a bird. 


There were a few bodies lying in the dirt nearby; Syllith
went to examine those. Khaldun moved toward the wreckage to get a closer look. Sure
enough, it had been a carriage. The attackers had tipped it over and pushed it
off the road. Someone had ripped the door off its hinges. He checked inside,
but there was nobody there. But then he spotted the door lying nearby and
gasped when he saw the crest painted on it. Picking up the door, he brought it
to Syllith. 


“Looks like our sorceress came from Blacksand,” she noted. 


“Yes,” Khaldun said with a sigh. “And I have a feeling I
might know her.” 


“Oh?” 


“I grew up with a girl named Mira. She was a witch, and we
both trained with Nomad. Her father was the lord of a small holding in
Blacksand, and he sent her for when she was twelve. She returned to the troupe
several years later, and by then, had become a magical null.” 


“A null?” Syllith repeated. “That’s exceptionally rare. There
have been only —” 


“Four recorded cases in the history of the university,”
Khaldun finished for her. “I know. Mira is the fifth.”


“None of the others became sorcerers,” Syllith told him. 


“So, what does that mean for Mira?” he asked. “What happens
if a null becomes a sorcerer?” 


“I have no idea,” Syllith said with a shrug. “But we don’t
know yet if your friend is the girl in question. Let’s get to Castle Wayland
and see what we can find.” 


“You think Reuben is responsible for this? It could have
been bandits.” 


“Take a look,” she replied, nodding toward the bodies. 


Khaldun checked the corpses. Two of them wore Blacksand’s
colors, but the third wore the uniform of Wayland. He nodded to Syllith, his
expression grim. 


“I’ll fly us to the castle,” she said. “But I want you to
make us invisible as soon as we take off. We’ll see what we’re up against, and
then decide how to proceed.” 


“Understood.” 


They retook their places on the carpet and took off into the
sky. 


 


 










Chapter Six: Wayland


 


Khaldun made them invisible as they lifted off. Syllith flew
them high and fast, and they reached Castle Wayland only a couple of hours
later. Unlike Spanbrook, the castle stood separately from the town, roughly a
quarter of a mile away. It had a moat; the drawbridge was up and the gate was
closed. There was a heavy guard posted all along the battlements, and Khaldun
spotted a witch and a wizard patrolling among them. 


“Well, they certainly look guilty,” said Khaldun. 


“Yes,” Syllith agreed. “But they’re expecting a ground
assault. Reuben would have no way of knowing that I was in Spanbrook, or that
we could fly over his walls. That looks like a trapdoor on the top of the keep.
I can set us down on the roof, and then you and I can go inside.” 


“We’ll have to do a room-to-room search. We have no idea
where they might be keeping the sorcerer or the emissary.” 


“You’re right, we don’t,” she replied. “So, we’ll
grab someone who does. Bring them up here and convince them to tell us where
they’re keeping the hostages.” 


“Like one of the guards? They might not know, either.”


 “No, Reuben. He’s the only one who’s guaranteed to know
where they are.” 


“That’s bold,” said Khaldun. “But how do we know where to
find him?” 


“He’s not on the walls, and it doesn’t look like he’s in the
courtyard, either. He must be in the keep somewhere. It’s not very big. I’d
expect to find him in his chambers, or in the great hall. With a building this
small, I doubt there’s a separate throne room.” 


“His chambers are sure to be on the upper level,” said
Khaldun. “It shouldn’t be too hard to get there.” 


“I’m going to set us down on the roof. We’ll leave the
guards to protect the carpet—keep your invisibility spell intact here, and I’ll
enclose the two of us in a separate spell. When we get to the trapdoor, cast an
illusion of the closed hatch, just in case anyone happens to be looking that
way. Then we’ll go inside and find his chambers.” 


Khaldun nodded. 


Syllith flew them to the roof of the keep. She ordered the
guards to stay put, then cast a separate invisibility spell around herself and
Khaldun. They ran over to the trapdoor. Khaldun cast his illusion, then they
opened it. There was an interior hatch with a folding stepladder attached to
it. They lowered that and hurried down the steps, folding up the ladder and closing
the hatch behind them.


The corridor was empty. There was a large set of double
doors at the far end, and Khaldun guessed it must be the master suite. They
crept along the hallway, but neither heard nor saw any sign of anyone on this
level. Syllith cracked open one of the double doors. Peering inside, Khaldun
couldn’t see anyone. They opened the door a little wider, slipping inside and
closing it again behind them. 


“This must be the master suite,” Khaldun whispered, gazing
around at the enormous four-poster bed, ornate mirror, and giant wooden desk
and high-backed chair in the corner. “But no Reuben.” 


“We’ll have to go down to the great hall,” Syllith replied.
“Come on.” 


Leaving the chambers, they found the stairs, and made their
way down to the first floor. There were people moving about here, so they had
to be careful not to run into anyone. They found the doors to the great hall
wide open. There was a small feast taking place inside, but it looked like it
was nearing its end. There was a chunky man with a crown on his head sitting at
the center of the high table. This had to be Reuben. 


“Looks like they’re wrapping up,” Syllith whispered in his
ear. “We can wait a few minutes and see if we get a chance to grab him when
he’s alone.” 


They moved to an empty spot along the rear wall and waited.
Servants were already clearing the platters and dishes from the tables. Reuben
was finishing his drink, chatting with an elderly man to his right. Khaldun
suspected it was probably his steward. But the minutes dragged by, and the two
kept talking in hushed tones as the rest of the room thinned out. 


Finally, it was only Reuben, his confidant, and two guards.
Khaldun was about to suggest that they try taking him now, but finally, the
prince rose from his seat and headed out of the hall. 


Syllith and Khaldun followed him as he made his way
upstairs. But when they reached the second floor, she held out her staff and
cast a spell. It must have knocked Reuben out, because he fell to the floor,
unconscious. 


“Bind him and take him with us,” said Syllith. “We don’t
want him struggling too much when we wake him up.” 


Khaldun nodded. He called the magical force, lowering a
glowing sheet of energy on the prince. Once it had fully enclosed him, he
called air, lifting the man off the floor, and they hurried back to the
trapdoor. Syllith opened it, and scurried up the ladder. Khaldun sent Reuben up
to her next, then climbed up to the roof, pulling up the ladder behind him and
closing the hatch. 


They took Reuben to the carpet, and lay him down across its
center. Then Khaldun and Syllith retook their spots on the front corners, but
facing the rear of the carpet this time. Syllith flew them high into the sky,
then wakened Reuben. 


The prince opened his eyes, taking in his captors, and then
began struggling mightily against his magical bonds. But it was no use; he
could barely move. 


“I wouldn’t try wriggling around too much,” Syllith told
him. “We’re about a thousand feet in the air right now, and it sure would be a
shame if you were to fall off.” 


Reuben tried to reply, but managed only muffled grunting and
moaning sounds. His face reddened with rage.


“Adjust the spell so he can speak properly,” Syllith said to
Khaldun. He removed the energy from around the man’s head. 


“You stupid bitch! This is a violation of treaty! When the
other princes hear about this you will be—” 


“Kidnapping that girl violated the treaty, Your Highness.
The founding documents of every princedom on the continent stipulate that the
university possesses sole jurisdiction over sorcerers. Where is she?” 


“You can’t have her,” Reuben replied, spittle flying from
his mouth. “Spanbrook’s already got a new sorcerer, now that that hell-spawned
necromancer is gone. Our people lived in fear long enough. It’s time for
Wayland to have its day in the sun!” 


“That’s not how it works, you fool,” said Syllith. “The girl
must go to the university. There, she’ll be bound and assigned somewhere. It
won’t be Spanbrook, I can promise you that. Now, where is she?” 


Reuben tried to spit on her but missed. Syllith nodded to
Khaldun. Calling air, he lifted the prince off the carpet, moving his head
beyond its edge. Reuben turned his head to look down at the ground and
screamed. 


“Tell us where you’re keeping the sorcerer!” Syllith
shouted at him. 


“No! You can’t have her!” 


Syllith nodded to Khaldun again. He moved the prince farther
out from the carpet, until his entire body was floating beyond its edge. 


“You can’t do this to me! I’m the ruling prince of
Wayland!” 


“You won’t be for much longer if you don’t tell me what I
want to know,” Syllith told him. 


“You won’t harm me. The governors will strip you of your
staff and banish you for life!” 


“Wrong, big man. I am a governor. The name is
Syllith. I’m sure you’ve heard of me.” 


The prince gazed at her for a moment, his mouth opening and
closing soundlessly. Finally, he yelled, “All right! She’s in the dungeon!
Miserable wench wouldn’t cooperate, so we threw her in a cell! Now bring me
back in! Don’t let me fall!” 


“What about Spanbrook’s emissary?” Syllith asked. 


Reuben blanched. “He’s… he’s… down in the dungeons too.” 


“Bring him in,” Syllith said to Khaldun. He moved the prince
back onto the carpet. “We’re returning to your keep. Once we get inside, you’ll
escort us to your dungeons and order your people to release the sorcerer and
the emissary. You’ll then accompany us back to our carpet, and allow us to
leave unmolested. You understand?” 


The prince glared at her but nodded. 


Syllith flew them back down to the keep, landing on the roof
again. She ordered the guards to remain with the carpet, then Khaldun released
the prince from his spell. The three of them moved across the roof to the
trapdoor. Opening it, Syllith went inside first, followed by the prince, and
then Khaldun. 


“If you try anything, we won’t hesitate to light you on
fire,” Syllith told the prince. 


Reuben nodded. Syllith removed their invisibility spell,
then the prince led them down the stairs to the first floor. When his guards
spotted them, they ran over, weapons drawn. But Syllith held onto the prince by
one arm. 


“His Highness is escorting us to the dungeons,” Syllith told
the men. “Allow us to pass and you have my word we won’t harm him.” 


The guards looked to the prince for instructions. 


“Do it,” he said angrily. 


The guards stepped aside, sheathing their swords. Reuben led
them to another stairway and down to the lower level. They reached a dark
corridor lit only by torches. There was a terrible stench and Khaldun had to hold
his nose. They followed Reuben to the dungeons. The guards came, too, giving
the mages a wide berth. Khaldun kept an eye on them to make sure they didn’t
try anything. 


Sure enough, the person locked in the first cell was Mira.
She was chained and shackled to the wall, her head drooping onto one shoulder. Her
dress was torn and dirty.


“Mira!” Khaldun yelled. 


She raised her head and stared at him for a moment. Her skin
had turned golden, but her irises remained the same dark brown as always. There
was a gash across one cheek, and she had a black eye. Finally, the light of
recognition in her eyes, she said, “Khaldun! How did you find me?” 


“You bastard,” Khaldun said to Reuben, calling air to lift
him off the ground, and igniting a flame only inches from his face. “What did
you do to her?” 


Reuben whimpered, but Syllith placed a hand on Khaldun’s
shoulder. 


“Khaldun, no,” she said. “We need to get out of here.” 


Khaldun canceled his spells, turning his attention back to
Mira. “Are you all right?” 


“Just a little banged up,” she told him. “I’ll be fine, now
that you’re here.” 


“Release her,” Syllith ordered the prince. He nodded to one
of his guards, who produced a key. He unlocked the cell, then moved inside and
freed Mira. She spat in his face, then ran to Khaldun and embraced him. 


“Where’s the emissary?” Syllith demanded. 


Reuben looked like he might be sick, but led them to another
cell farther back. The odor grew stronger, and Khaldun felt ill. They found the
emissary. He was chained and shackled to the wall, as Mira had been, but
someone had slit his throat. The front of his clothes were covered in dry
blood, and flies were buzzing around his corpse. Syllith saw him and turned
away, covering her mouth and grunting. 


“Princess Jezebel will not allow your actions to go
unpunished,” Khaldun told Reuben. “She sent this man here in peace to invite
you to her coronation and negotiate a mutual defense treaty. What reason did
you have to murder him?” 


“I don’t trust that whore,” Reuben replied, glaring at him.
“Some little farmgirl that has no right to sit on a throne. First that
necromancer, and now some cutthroat mercenary unit? Mutual defense my ass. She
knows we have no army. What’s to stop her from using those sellswords to add a
couple more princedoms to her lands?” 


“You ignorant fool,” said Syllith. “It’s Fosland you have to
worry about—not Spanbrook!” 


“Rubbish,” said Reuben. “Henry lacks the resources to
penetrate this deep into Dorshire. That farm slut is using that as an excuse to
grab more power herself. I won’t allow it. Wayland will stop her.” 


Syllith gave it up as a lost cause. “Let’s get out of here,”
she said to Khaldun. “You’ll escort us back up to the roof, and then we’ll let
you go,” she added to Reuben. 


“Mira and I will go on horseback,” Khaldun said, shooting
Syllith a meaningful look. He didn’t know if Rueben had figured out that Mira
was a null, and figured it was best to keep him in the dark if he hadn’t. 


Syllith stared at him for a moment, then said, “Right. Change
of plans, Your Highness. You’ll provide the sorcerers with horses. And you’ll
escort the two of them out of your castle while I fly overhead. Once we’re over
the drawbridge, you’ll let us pass unhindered through your lands.” 


“We’ll let you pass, but I’m not giving you horses. These
two can walk.” 


Syllith held out her staff and called fire. A tongue of
flame sprang to life in front of the prince’s face. Startled, he stumbled
backward and fell flat on his back. Syllith moved the flame directly over him. 


“Fine! I’ll give them one horse! Son of a bitch!” 


“They’ll have as many horses as you have hands,” Syllith
told him. “Will it be one or two?” 


Reuben started daggers at her for a moment, then muttered,
“Two.” 


Syllith canceled her spell and one of the guards helped
Reuben to his feet. 


“If you don’t see me flying overhead by the time you cross
the drawbridge, incinerate His Highness,” Syllith said to Khaldun. He nodded,
and she hurried off. 


“Come on,” he said to Mira, leading her out of the dungeons.
He was worried she might be hurt worse than she was letting on, but she had no
trouble climbing the steps to the main level. 


Reuben’s guards stood aside, allowing them to move across
the courtyard. The prince ordered the gate opened and the drawbridge lowered.
They brought horses, and Khaldun helped Mira into the saddle. Once he’d mounted,
they left the castle. Looking up as they crossed the drawbridge, Khaldun
spotted Syllith flying overhead. 


“This isn’t over,” Reuben called out to him. “You tell that
little farm slut that she hasn’t seen the end of Prince Reuben of Wayland.” 


Khaldun ignored him. They set out at a trot, heading
southeast on the road. But after only a few minutes, Syllith set down nearby. Khaldun
reined in his horse right next to Mira’s.


“We’re not out of trouble yet,” Syllith said, walking over
to them, her two passengers right behind her. “Their guards are following you.
And the two mages are with them.” 


“Great,” Khaldun said with a sigh. “And we’ve got at least a
four days’ march ahead of us. Why don’t we incinerate the lot of them and be
done with it?” 


“We can’t. Or I can’t, at least. They surrendered
Mira to us, in compliance with their charter. As a governor, I’ve done all I
can unless they attack again. Which I suspect they will do before we reach the
border.” 


“Well, we’ll deal with that when the time comes,” Khaldun
said with a shrug. 


“These two will march with you,” Syllith told him,
indicating the two guards. “And you should use that shield spell I taught you
as you’re riding. It’ll be dark soon. I might not see them if they approach
through the trees.” 


Khaldun nodded, reaching out with one hand to call the
magical force. But nothing happened. 


“You won’t be able to do magic so close to me,” Mira told
him. 


“The shield is similar to the invisibility spell,” Khaldun
replied. “It forms a bubble around us—it won’t be acting on you directly, so it
should work.” 


“No, you don’t understand,” said Mira. “My null changed when
I transformed. It’s stronger now. Magic doesn’t work around me at all.
You’ll have to move farther away or else you won’t be able to work any spells.”



Khaldun regarded her skeptically, and tried again. Nothing
happened. He tried calling a simple flame, but it was no use. Mira was right. He
moved his mount in front of hers, then tried the shield spell again, encasing
Mira and her horse within it. This time, it worked. He expanded it to include
himself and the guards. 


“This will have to do,” said Syllith. “Stay alert. Let’s get
as far as we can from the castle before we stop to rest. And you should use
your mirror to contact Jezebel. It would be best to have her guards meet us at
the border.” 


Khaldun nodded. Syllith returned to her carpet and took off
again. Khaldun took the lead, Mira behind him, and the two guards bringing up
the rear. Khaldun took out his mirror. Gazing into it, he found Jezebel staring
back at him. 


“What’s going on?” she asked. 


He explained the situation, and asked if she could send her
guards. She agreed. 


“I’ll send them now. They’ll reach the border before you.
Are you all right?” 


“We’re fine,” he replied. “For now, at least.” 


Jezebel nodded. “Let me know if you need anything else.” 


Khaldun pocketed the mirror and forged ahead. He desperately
wanted to catch up with Mira, but it would have to wait. Wayland’s forces could
ambush them at any moment, and he needed to stay focused. 


He set a brisk pace, and drew confidence from seeing Syllith
overhead. But then the sun set and it grew dark, and he lost sight of her.
Khaldun called a giant flame to light their way, and hopefully provide at least
a little warning if Reuben’s people attacked. 


Khaldun grew weary keeping himself on high alert for so
long. They were passing through a forest, and every little noise in the trees
set him on edge. Another hour or two passed, but there was no contact with
their pursuers. 


Syllith landed again a little while later to check in with
them. She couldn’t see any sign of the Waylanders anymore but didn’t believe
they’d retreated, either. Syllith returned to the sky, and Khaldun kept putting
one foot in front of the other. 


But then, they rounded a corner and found dozens of soldiers
waiting for them—far more than they’d had back at the castle. Either some of
them were illusions, or Reuben had called in reinforcements from his vassals—and
Khaldun doubted he could have done that so quickly.


Khaldun checked to their rear, and found a cavalry unit
riding up behind them. The soldiers had cut off any possible route of escape. 


Suddenly, the witch Khaldun had seen patrolling the
battlements appeared on the road out in front of them. “Surrender the girl, and
we’ll let you and your men go.” 


Khaldun responded with a fireball. But the witch canceled it
before disappearing again. Several of the soldiers charged, brandishing swords.
Khaldun called a wall of fire to obstruct their way. The first two ran into it,
and the spell ignited their clothing. They fell to the ground, screaming and
writhing. 


Someone canceled the flames, and the rest of the men
continued their charge. Khaldun prepared his next spell, but suddenly multiple
fireballs descended from the sky, slamming into the soldiers and igniting their
uniforms. 


Reaching out with one hand, Khaldun cast a spell to cancel
illusions. Roughly half of the troops out in front of them disappeared. Calling
the air and magical forces, he hurled a cyclone at the rest. The funnel hit the
first few men, tossing them into the air; they screamed as they flew. The
others charged away, but Khaldun set the twister to pursue them. Turning to the
rear, he called another small tornado, but the riders galloped away. 


The road was clear, so Khaldun resumed his forward march.
But a few minutes later, a voice from above shouted, “Look out!” Khaldun froze,
looking for an attack. A jet of fire erupted from the sky, exposing and
torching a group of soldiers. Their screams died out in only seconds, and
darkness returned. Minutes later, a wizard and witch appeared on the road in
front of them, backed by a dozen troops. 


“Last chance,” the witch called out. “Give us the girl.” 


Suddenly, the wizard held out his wand, hurling fireballs
into the sky. In their light, Khaldun spotted Syllith flying erratically to
avoid the spells. 


The witch called the magical force, but her blue sheet of
energy hit Khaldun’s shield spell and slipped harmlessly to the ground. Khaldun
hurled another cyclone at them; together, the mages managed to cancel it before
it hit them. 


Khaldun called a wall of flame, moving it toward the pair.
They canceled it and he threw a jet of fire at the wizard. This spell hit its
mark and the man screamed as his robes went up in flames. The witch canceled
the fire, then sent a tornado at them. But it hit Khaldun’s shield spell and
vanished. 


The wizard vanished, and the witch tried canceling his shield
spell, but Khaldun reinforced it, and it remained intact. Next, he called the
magical force, casting a sheet of blue energy that descended on the witch,
covering her like a blanket. It bound her legs together, pinning her arms to
her torso, and she toppled to the ground. Khaldun called fire, trying to
incinerate her from within. Nothing happened at first—the witch was powerful,
which gave her some innate resistance to his spell. But he poured all his
strength into it, and finally, she ignited. She screamed and writhed for only a
few moments before the flames consumed her. 


And at that moment, an ear-splitting roar pierced the night.
Mira’s horse reared, nearly throwing her from its back as a dragon swooped in, belching
a river of fire down on the road in front of them. The troops scrambled out of
the way, but the dragon landed, rearing its giant head for another blast. The soldiers
fled. Finally, the dragon roared again before trotting up the road and
vanishing moments later. 


“Tell me that beast was an illusion,” Mira said. 


“Yes, you can thank Syllith for that,” Khaldun replied with
a grin. 


They continued on their way, but Khaldun was growing weary.
Mira kept nodding off and waking up again; he worried she’d fall off the horse.
Finally, about an hour after their last skirmish, Syllith set her carpet down
in the road, and checked in with Khaldun. 


“We should find somewhere to camp for the rest of the
night,” she suggested. “I can’t keep this up much longer.” 


“Agreed,” Khaldun said with a yawn. 


They moved off the road and found a small clearing a little
way into the woods. Syllith took the first watch with one of the guards.
Khaldun lay down on the ground with Mira, the other guard nearby. 


“Thank the stars you found me,” Mira whispered. “I didn’t
know how I was going to get out of there.” 


“You’re safe now,” Khaldun replied. “Try to get some sleep.”



But Mira was already snoring softly. 


 










Chapter Seven: Sorceress


 


Khaldun started awake to find Syllith staring down at him. 


“Your turn, sorcerer,” she said, plopping on the ground a
few feet away. “Everything’s been quiet. But wake me if there’s trouble.” 


Khaldun got to his feet; the guards had already swapped
positions. He stretched and yawned, then circled their clearing a few times to
get his blood flowing. But his watch was uneventful. Syllith and Mira woke at
dawn. 


“I think they might have given up the chase once you roasted
their mage,” Syllith said as they set out on the road. “But we’ll have to stay
alert. I’ll fly patrol periodically, but I won’t be able to stay airborne too
long at a time.” 


“I can fly for a while,” Khaldun suggested. 


Syllith nodded. “It’s all yours,” she said, handing him the
carpet. 


He checked in with Mira first. She seemed quiet and
withdrawn—nothing like her normal self. But she’d endured quite a lot, between
her metamorphosis and then her kidnapping. 


“I’m all right,” she said with a little smile. “I promise.” 


Khaldun rolled out the carpet and sat down in the center. He
lifted off, spiraling into the sky. For a few minutes, he flew fast up and down
the road, whooping for joy. He’d forgotten how exhilarating this felt—being a
passenger wasn’t the same. 


But then he got serious, flying patrol around his companions
below. He didn’t see any sign of Reuben’s people nearby. After a few hours, he
returned to ground. 


For the rest of the day, they continued on their way.
Despite her assurances, Mira didn’t seem well, so they kept a close eye on her.
Khaldun and Syllith took turns flying patrol once an hour. But they didn’t
encounter any more trouble. They marched for two long days, finally reaching
the border a few hours after sunset. They found about twenty Spanbrook guards
camped by the side of the road. But as Khaldun approached, he spotted Jezebel
running over from one of the tents. He dismounted, and she grabbed him in a
bone-breaking hug, saying, “You had me so worried!” 


“I’m all right,” Khaldun assured her. Turning toward the others,
he added, “Princess Jezebel, may I present Lady Mira Grisham of Graystone.” 


Jezebel gasped, her eyes wide. “The Mira?” she asked.



“The one and only,” Khaldun confirmed with a grin; Mira
smiled sheepishly. 


“My lady!” said Jezebel. “It’s an honor to meet you. Welcome
to Spanbrook!” 


“Thank you, Your Highness,” Mira replied. 


“Well, it’s getting late,” Jezebel told them. “Let’s camp
here for tonight, and we can leave for the castle at first light.” 


They’d brought a couple of spare tents. Syllith took one,
and Khaldun settled into the other with Mira. As he lay down next to Mira, one
arm around her, Khaldun found himself feeling a little melancholy. He was
overjoyed to see Mira again, but angry about what Reuben had done to her. But
the familiarity of this closeness made him sad, knowing it probably wouldn’t
last. Undoubtedly, Syllith would insist that Mira continue to the university.


“I’ve yearned to be in your arms again since the day we said
farewell,” Mira told him. “This is the first time I’ve felt safe since my
metamorphosis.” 


“I never thought I’d see you again,” Khaldun replied.
“Although I wish it could be under better circumstances, it feels so good to
hold you again.” 


“When did you transform?” she asked. 


Khaldun told her the story of meeting Allison and Jezebel in
Spanbrook, the demon haunting the princess, and their quest to find Enigma. He
left out the fact that he’d been making love to Jezebel when his metamorphosis
happened. But he recounted their journey to the university, Highgate, the
watchtower, Northcoast, and finally back to Spanbrook. And he explained what
had happened with Aldo and Myrddin in the end. 


“That’s incredible,” she said when he was done. “But how
tragic! We were making for Spanbrook. I wished to consult with Myrddin before
attempting to travel to the university. We hadn’t had any news about Henry and
worried there might be no way to avoid traversing his lands at this point. I
figured Myrddin would probably know the safest route. 


“And on top of that, Belinda told me about the sorcerer in
Highgate and his flying carpet. She suggested that if Myrddin could temporarily
close my channels of power, it might be possible to send a message to Azure,
and arrange to have him fly me to the university.” 


“Interesting,” said Khaldun. “Belinda believes that closing
your channels of power would cancel your null?” 


“That was her thinking. There’s no way to know for sure if
it would work without trying it. But I guess there’s a potion you need to take
for that, and she doesn’t know how to brew it.” 


“We’ve got the potion in Spanbrook,” said Khaldun. “We can
talk to Syllith about this. It’s worth a shot.” He felt relieved that Mira was
finally talking. And although he already knew the answer, he posed the question
that had been weighing on his mind. “How did you come to transform?” 


Mira sighed. “I was waiting for you to ask me about this.
Well, when I returned to Graystone, there was so much pressure from my father’s
household to marry and produce an heir. They didn’t want to see our family lose
the holding. My father’s steward began searching for a husband for me. And
while he did find some promising candidates, I just couldn’t bring myself to do
it. I imagined myself trapped in a loveless marriage for the rest of my life,
simply to produce an heir. I don’t know. Perhaps if I’d never known you, I
would have done it. But I’d grown up imagining a life filled with love and
connection. 


“Months went by. Then a whole year. And then a second year.
My staff were becoming frantic. They feared something might happen to me, like
the accident that claimed my father and brother. The steward even sent a
messenger to our prince, and he issued an edict requiring me to marry by year’s
end.” 


“You’ve got to be joking,” said Khaldun. 


“I wish I were. So, I was finally steeling myself to accept
anyone and get it over with already. And that’s when Lord Charles came to
visit. Charles of Chasterly.” Khaldun sniggered. “I know. And he wasn’t much to
look at, either. He was nearly a full head shorter than me. But he was the
third son of a lord from the other side of our princedom. He didn’t stand to
inherit any land. And his father had died at a young age, leaving his eldest
brother to seek equitable unions for his siblings. 


“But he’s a good man. Kind. Understanding. We spent endless
hours walking together and talking about everything under the sun. I grew to
like him. And I think I could have loved him eventually. So, I agreed to marry
him. 


“The steward took care of everything. He negotiated the
terms of our union, and made arrangements for the ceremony. I think every
citizen of Graystone turned up for the wedding. We held it in the courtyard,
and it was a gorgeous, sunny day. Everything was so beautiful. My gown, and all
the flowers… It was everything highborn girls dream their wedding should be. 


“And yet, I couldn’t help feeling heartbroken. It was like I
was sealing my fate. Until that ceremony, I think I was still nursing a tiny
hope that somehow, I could find a way back to you. But as we spoke our vows,
that little flame was finally extinguished. I’d finally accepted the
inevitable. 


“But then, everything changed. We made love. I kept my eyes
closed the whole time, imagining it was you. My climax triggered the
metamorphosis.” Mira took a deep breath, then giggled. “You should have seen
the look on Charles’s face. He got a lot more than he bargained for that
night.” 


Khaldun chuckled. “I have to confess… I was making love to
Jezebel when I transformed.” He could feel Mira’s body tense at these words. 


“You’re… involved with the princess?” 


“Oh, no, it’s not like that. Well, it might have been. But…
It was during our journey. After we escaped from Stiles. We were on the run,
and finally made it to safety. So, we decided to stay at an inn one night. I
think it was the combination of being so relieved after our ordeal and all the
alcohol we drank. We’d been sleeping in the same tent that whole time, and we’d
built up some attraction for each other. 


“But yes, the experience was quite alarming for both of us.
Particularly Jezebel, I think. She’d never been with a man before.” 


Mira relaxed and giggled again, but then said, “Are you in
love with her?” 


Khaldun sighed. “I started to fall for her. To tell you the
truth, I was imagining it was Allison when I transformed. It’s complicated.
There was a powerful attraction with Allison from the moment I saw her. With
Jezebel, it was something that built up over time. But Allison doesn’t like
men, and Jezebel has committed to marrying Allison. So, I was left out in the
cold.” 


“Aw, you poor baby,” Mira said, turning to kiss him. “That
was quite the love triangle you were involved in. Typical wayfarer, though,
never settling for only one lover.” 


“I’d settle for one if it were you,” Khaldun replied. “But
now you’re married…” 


“No, I’m not. No sorcerer can rule. So, the holding passed
to Charles, and the union was annulled the next day.” She sighed. “It’s so hard
to believe. I spent so many years determined to return to the troupe so I could
be with you. And then tragedy struck, and I was forced to go back to Graystone.
It was as if fate were determined to keep me there. But still, I resisted.
Then, when I finally succumbed to the inevitable, destiny stepped in to throw
me for yet another loop. 


“Oh, the irony. I saved myself for marriage, thinking that you
would be my husband. In the end, I had to wed someone else to keep Graystone in
our family. And then consummating that union cost me the holding despite
everything. And finally, the marriage was dissolved, as if it never even
happened. So, it turns out I saved myself for nothing, and left you for no
reason. What a life, right?” 


Mira sniffled, and Khaldun realized she was crying. He held
her tighter, kissing her neck. 


“Anyway, right after the annulment was issued, I went to see
our prince. He provided the horse and carriage as well as the guards to escort
me to the university. I was hoping that maybe he’d let me stay there as a court
mage, but he insisted on following protocol.” 


“I wonder…” 


“What?” 


“Typically, sorcerers are required to go to the university
to be bound.” 


“Yes, Belinda told me about that.” 


“But you can’t be bound, can you? The rite does
involve quite a bit of complex magic, but magic doesn’t work on you.” 


“I wondered about that, too,” said Mira. “And Belinda
acknowledged that she has no idea. But she suggested, again, that perhaps if my
channels of power were closed, then perhaps the rite would work.” 


Khaldun took a deep breath. “Did Belinda tell you what the
rite entails, exactly?” 


“No. I asked, but she didn’t know.” 


“Mira… they have to kill you, then tether your soul to a
conjurnor before bringing you back to life.” 


Mira gasped. “So, you died when Enigma bound you?” 


“Yes, and he almost couldn’t bring me back. But it worked in
the end, and I was bound to Aldo. When he died, my bond would have transferred
to Allison, but she’d transformed by then, and one sorcerer can’t be bound to
another. So, the princedom went to Jezebel instead, and she inherited my bond.”



“And now you must spend your life in service to Spanbrook?” 


“Yes. Which isn’t so bad. I’d been thinking about settling
down there anyway, before all of this happened.” 


“Well… maybe I can stay here with you, then. I certainly do
not wish to undergo a rite that requires my death to be performed. And if the
magic won’t work on me anyway, then what’s the point in my going to the
university?” 


Khaldun felt his heart soaring at the thought. “I would like
that very much. We’ll have to talk to Syllith about this tomorrow and see what
she thinks.” 


They lay quietly for a few moments. 


“What did Reuben do to you?” Khaldun asked finally. 


Mira shivered slightly. “We stopped in Wayland Town and
stocked up on some supplies. But one of the prince’s guards spotted me, and
could, of course, see that I was a sorcerer. He must have reported my presence
to the prince. We continued on our way, but he sent his men to capture me and
take me back to his castle. My guards managed to kill one of them, but we were
overwhelmed. They left my escort to die, destroyed the carriage, and stole the
horses. 


“They brought me back to the castle, and Reuben demanded
that I pledge fealty to him and become his court mage. I refused. He ordered
his witch to torture me into submission, but her magic wouldn’t work on me.
Reuben flew into a rage. Neither he nor his mages had ever heard of a null
before. He was convinced I’d been actively negating the witch’s spells. 


“So, he had his guards imprison me in his dungeon. He
visited often. A couple of times, he beat me, demanding that I enter his
service. He tried cutting me one time, but of course, I refused to cooperate. I
thought I was going to die in that cell…” Mira sniffled again. “But I would
have welcomed death before I would willingly serve such a tyrant.” 


“I’m so sorry I wasn’t there to protect you,” said Khaldun. 


“How could you have been?” said Mira. “We didn’t send any
messenger ahead to Spanbrook. Nobody could have known we were coming. In fact,
I still don’t understand how you found me there.” 


“One of your guards made it to our castle before he died,”
Khaldun explained. “He told us that Reuben had captured a sorcerer. But he
passed away before he could tell us much more than that, so we had no idea who
it might be at first. But then we found the crest on your carriage door, and I
had a feeling it was you.


“When I saw that gash on your cheek and your torn dress… I
would have killed the prince if Syllith hadn’t stopped me.” 


“It’s a good thing she did,” said Mira. “I’m not sure we
would have made it out alive if you had.” 


“Reuben didn’t… he didn’t rape you, did he?” 


“No. One of his guards tried, but the prince stopped him,
believe it or not. He had no interest in my body, only my powers.” She scoffed.
“He never did believe that I can’t do magic. Despite all his efforts, if
I had succumbed, he would have been severely disappointed, I think.” 


“Oh, I’m not so sure about that,” Khaldun replied. “In time,
he would have come to understand how valuable a null can be in battle. It’s a
good thing we got you out of there.” 


Mira turned to face him again. “Thank you,” she said with a
smile. “My savior.” They kissed; Khaldun wanted to make love to her, but they
were both exhausted. Instead, they fell asleep in each other’s arms. 


The next morning, they got up at dawn and broke camp.
Jezebel had brought extra horses, too, so everyone was able to ride back to the
castle. Khaldun caught up to Syllith soon after they got underway. He asked her
about the possibility of closing Mira’s channels of power temporarily as a way
to turn off her null. 


“That’s exactly what I was thinking,” she said. “There’s
never been a null sorcerer before, so I can’t say for certain, but we can try
it when we reach the castle.” 


“And what about the rite of binding?” he asked. “Is there
any chance that might work?” 


Syllith nodded. “It should. If closing her channels of power
extinguishes her null, that clears the way for the spells in the first part of
the rite. And once she’s killed, her null will fade, allowing the rest of the
rite to be performed as normal. She can be bound and revived, and then her null
will return.” 


“How can you be so sure if there’s never been a null
sorcerer before?” Khaldun asked. “Her null might persist after death.” 


“No, it won’t,” Syllith replied with a shake of her head.
“When I first heard about Mira, I did some research in the university library.
It turns out that they documented the first null mage’s life quite thoroughly.
When he passed away, his null died with him. In fact, they called fire to burn
his remains. There’s no reason to believe it would be any different for Mira.” 


“Were they able to close that mage’s channels of power to
extinguish the null?” 


“That’s not mentioned in the text I found,” Syllith replied.
“But he was a wizard, not a sorcerer, and that was long before Azure created
the first flying carpet, so there probably wasn’t any reason to try it.” 


Khaldun had been hoping she’d say there was no way Mira
could be bound. He knew they’d be discussing the situation in the privy council
once they returned to the castle, and such knowledge would have strengthened
his argument for allowing Mira to stay in Spanbrook. But instead, Syllith had
raised possibilities he hadn’t considered. He returned to Mira’s side, but
didn’t tell her what he’d learned. 


They rode all day, stopping to rest and feed and water the
horses a couple of times. But finally, as sunset approached, they reached the
castle. Sure enough, Jezebel let them know that she’d be holding a privy
council in the morning, and invited Syllith and Mira to attend. Once they’d
stabled the horses, Khaldun and Mira joined Syllith and Jezebel in the keep’s
private dining room to take their supper. Khaldun hadn’t realized how hungry he
was, and ended up having second helpings. 


After dinner, he retired to his chambers with Mira. The size
and opulence of his rooms astonished her; she’d never seen such accommodations
in a castle before. But the washroom put it over the top. 


“I’ve never seen such a thing,” she exclaimed as Khaldun
drew them a bath, the room filling with steam as the hot water filled the tub.
“Is this magic?” 


“Just gravity,” Khaldun replied with a grin. “The water is
piped in from the hills outside of town. There’s enough pressure to push it up
to this level. A wood furnace provides the heat.” 


Khaldun disrobed, then helped Mira out of her clothes,
growing aroused at first, but then angry when he spotted the bruises all over
her body. 


“Reuben did this to you?” he asked. 


“It’s not as bad as it looks,” she assured him. “At least he
didn’t break any bones.” 


The thought of the prince doing this to her infuriated him,
but Khaldun took a deep breath and let it go. There was nothing he could do
about it now. They slipped into the tub, and Khaldun washed her from head to
toe before cleaning himself. After that, they lay together for a little while,
embracing each other and relaxing in the hot water. 


But before long, they started kissing, and Khaldun felt his
desire for her peaking again. They got out of the tub and dried off, moving
into the bedroom. Khaldun threw back the covers and lay flat on his back. Mira
climbed on top of him with a mischievous grin, kissing him passionately.


“I’ve been waiting for this moment for years,” she told him.



“Are you sure about this?” he asked. “We’re not married
yet…” 


“It doesn’t matter anymore. I’m not waiting any longer.” 


“What about pregnancy? There’s a potion—” 


“Sorcerers can’t get pregnant,” she told him.


Khaldun didn’t understand why that would be, and started to
ask, but she kissed him to shut him up. They made love over and over again. Khaldun
had wanted this for so long, he could hardly believe it was finally happening.
He’d loved Mira for as long as he could remember, and after all they’d endured,
he felt like he’d gone to heaven. Finally, once they were both spent, they lay
quietly in each other’s arms. 


“Now this is more how I imagined things,” Mira said
with a grin. “No unpleasant surprises for either party.” 


Khaldun chuckled. “Yes, it’s much better this way.” 


“I want to stay here with you forever,” she said quietly. 


“Me, too. I’m sure we’ll be discussing this in the privy
council. But tell me why sorcerers can’t get pregnant.” 


“The transformation changes their bodies,” she said with a
shrug. “Belinda told me that I won’t get my cycle anymore, either.” 


“But male sorcerers can still produce children,” Khaldun
noted. 


“Yes,” Mira agreed. 


They both started dozing off, but suddenly, there was a
knock at the door. Mira started awake. Khaldun ignored it, but then whoever it
was knocked again, more insistently. Getting out of bed, he donned a robe as
Mira pulled the covers over herself. Khaldun opened the door to find Elise
standing there. 


“Welcome back, my lord,” she said, wrapping her arms around
his neck and kissing him on the lips. 


“Elise,” he replied, pulling away. “Now’s, um… not a good
time…” 


Looking past him, she spotted Mira in his bed. 


“Oh,” she said, oozing disappointment. “Hello,” she said to
Mira with a little wave. “I’m sorry to disturb you both. I’ll let you get to
it, then.” 


Elise turned and stormed off. Khaldun closed the door,
removed his robe, and climbed back into bed. 


“So… who was that?” Mira asked. 


Khaldun sighed. “Elise. She’s Jezebel’s attendant.” 


Mira didn’t say anything. 


“I’m sorry, I should have warned you about her. But I didn’t
think I was ever going to see you again, and…” 


Mira shushed him, pressing a finger to his lips. 


“It’s all right. I understand.” 


“You’re not jealous?”


“Of course I am. How could I not be? But I can hardly
blame you. I didn’t think I’d ever see you again, either. But if I am
going to stay here, then I want you all to myself.” 


“Always,” he promised, kissing her. 


They made love once more, then fell asleep. 


 


 


 










Chapter Eight: Debate


 


Khaldun woke to the sound of someone knocking on the door
again. He wondered what time it was—it was still dark outside. Slipping out of
bed, he put his robe on, hoping this wasn’t Elise again. But opening the door,
he discovered it was Syllith. 


“Rise and shine, sorcerer,” she said with a grin. “Lots to
do today.” 


“What time is it?” he asked groggily. 


“Almost dawn. I’d like to try closing the girl’s channels of
power before the privy council so we have a better idea of what we’re dealing
with.” 


“The girl is ready,” Mira called from the bed. 


“Oh, hello,” said Syllith, peering inside, and waving when
she spotted Mira. “My apologies, I didn’t realize you were here.” 


“It’s quite all right. I’m eager to try this, too.” 


“Give us a moment, and we’ll be right out,” said Khaldun. 


Syllith nodded, and he closed the door again. They both got
dressed, then went with Syllith up to Khaldun’s tower. Syllith went to the
cabinet and prepared the potion. Once it was ready, she handed Mira the vial.
“Here’s to your health,” she told her. 


Mira drank the potion. Syllith drew her wand, pointing it at
Mira and reciting a spell, finishing with the word of command. 


“Did it work?” asked Khaldun. 


“I’m not sure,” Syllith said with a frown. “Stand next to her
and try doing magic.” 


Khaldun put his arm around Mira, then held out his other
hand and tried calling a small flame. Nothing happened. “Her null is still in
place.” 


Syllith nodded. “This is what I feared. Although the potion
makes it possible, it’s the spell that closes the channels.” 


“So, you need a spell to eliminate my null, but you can’t
cast it while my null persists,” said Mira. 


“Yes, precisely,” Syllith confirmed. 


“So, that’s it, then,” said Mira. Khaldun thought he
detected a note of excitement in her voice. “There’s no way magic can ever work
on me.” 


“I wouldn’t go that far,” Syllith replied. “This spell is
typically used for wizards and witches. Sorcerers are able to open and close
their own channels of power.” 


“We are?” Khaldun asked. 


“Yes, I’ve seen Enigma do it,” Syllith confirmed. “I have no
idea how, though, so I can’t teach either of you. But once we get you to the
university, I’m sure either Vision or Warhammer can explain it.”


“Great,” Mira said with a smile, but her tone was one of
disappointment. 


Syllith left, and Mira sat down in one of the chairs. 


“I thought maybe I was off the hook when her spell didn’t
work,” she said with a sigh. 


“Me, too,” Khaldun agreed, sitting in the adjacent chair and
taking her hand in his. “But there’s still hope. We might still be able to
convince her to let you stay.” 


“How? You heard her—sorcerers can close their own channels
of power. They’re going to make me go to the university and undergo the rite of
binding. And then I won’t be able to return.” Her eyes filled with tears, and
she took her hand back to wipe them away. 


“The rite is dangerous at the best of times,” Khaldun told
her. “If they don’t know for sure that it would work, then I don’t think they’d
be willing to try it. And then you’d be free to go wherever you want.” 


“Somehow, I doubt it,” she replied with a sniffle. “Every
time I think I’ve finally got my life under control, something else comes up to
throw it off course. We had one night of bliss, and now they’re going to take
me away from you again.” She chuckled scornfully, shaking her head. “At least
you’ll have Elise to keep you warm at night.” 


“Hey,” said Khaldun, taking her hand again. “That’s not
right. It’s you I want. Destiny brought us back together. We’ll find a
way.” 


“I don’t want to get my hopes up,” she said, getting to her
feet. “I’ll see you at the privy council.” 


“Wait, Mira,” he pleaded, but it was too late. She was
already out the door. 


Khaldun sat quietly for a minute, reflecting on the recent
turn of events. He couldn’t believe fate would be so cruel as to bring Mira
back into his life, only to take her away again. They had to find a way to
convince Syllith to let her stay. 


Leaving his tower, he headed back to the keep. The eastern
sky was lightening, but it wasn’t yet dawn. He went up to the second floor and
knocked on the door to the master suite. It took a couple of tries, but finally
he heard Jezebel stirring within. She opened the door and invited him inside,
rubbing the sleep from her eyes. 


“It’s early,” she said, getting back in bed and pulling the
covers over her. “What’s wrong?” 


“I wanted to talk to you about Mira,” he said. He explained
what they’d tried with Syllith. “It sounds like she still wants Mira to go to
the university. But Mira wants to stay here, and well… I’d very much like that
as well.” 


Jezebel shot him a sympathetic smile. “I want that for you,
too. In fact, I brought it up with Oswald last night. But I’m afraid our hands
are tied. As a governor, Syllith is the only one who can make this decision. I
don’t have the power to overrule her without falling afoul of our charter with
the university.” 


Khaldun sighed, his eyes downcast. 


“But listen, I’m on your side on this,” Jezebel assured him.
“I’ll do anything I can to help. I want you to be happy and I can see how much
you love each other. And I’m not going to lie, adding her power to yours would
only strengthen our position should it come to a fight with Fosland. Assuming
Mira is willing to serve, of course.” 


“I’m sure she would be,” Khaldun replied. “Thanks, Jez.” 


Khaldun left her chambers to give her time to bathe and
dress. But he ran into Elise in the corridor. 


“So. I hear your lady friend is another sorcerer, eh?” she
asked icily. “I guess I’m not good enough for you anymore.” 


“Elise, you made it clear there were no commitments between
us,” Khaldun told her. “You have no reason to be jealous.” 


“Please. Jealous? Me? I don’t think so, honey. I’ll
get any man I desire, same way I got you. And then we’ll see who’s
jealous.” 


She walked away in a huff, going straight into Jezebel’s
chambers. 


Khaldun sighed, somehow feeling even worse than he had
before. He headed to the great hall for breakfast. Then he returned to his
chambers until the privy council. By the time he returned to the great hall,
they’d cleared the dining tables, and set up the conference table in the middle
of the room. Jezebel was already there with Oswald, Badrick, Camilla, and
Gemma. Syllith walked in right behind him, and the two of them took their seats
at the table. 


Jezebel said, “We’ll give Mira a few more minutes,” but she
arrived moments later. She took a seat across from Syllith, staring down at the
table. Jezebel summarized the events that had unfolded with Wayland. 


“Your Highness, we cannot let this outrage go unpunished,”
said Badrick. “He murdered our diplomatic emissary in cold blood. There must be
some sort of response.” 


“And what would you propose?” asked Jezebel. “We don’t need
any more bloodshed.” 


“Something economic, then—” 


“Like what? Burning crops? Confiscating goods being shipped
into Wayland? Anything we do will hurt Reuben’s people more than it will him.
Khaldun already eliminated one of his mages. That should be enough.” 


“And I will apprise the other governors of his actions,”
Syllith added. “I can promise you, when they find out that he waylaid a new
sorcerer in addition to killing your envoy, they will not be honoring any
request he makes for a new mage.” 


“Your Highness, I would suggest cutting ties with Wayland,”
Oswald suggested. “We do have trade agreements with them that we can cancel.
There are other princedoms that would be very happy to take on Wayland’s side
of those arrangements.” 


“Yes, I agree,” said Jezebel. “Please take the necessary
actions to make that happen.”


Oswald nodded. 


“There won’t be any military response to Wayland, then?” asked
Badrick. 


“No,” Jezebel confirmed. “We’ve started raising our army,
and our other neighbors have all responded positively to our proposal for a
mutual defense treaty. Once our messenger returns from southern Maeda, we can
open negotiations to bring the Eagle Company here. Reuben will rue the day he
crossed Spanbrook.” 


“Yes, Your Highness,” Badrick replied. 


“Governor Syllith, I would like to discuss Lady Mira’s
situation,” said Jezebel. “It is my understanding that we have not been able to
close her channels of power?” 


“Unfortunately, that’s correct,” Syllith confirmed, shooting
Khaldun a glance. “It can still be done, but it will take one of the other
sorcerers to provide her instruction. This does mean, however, that I will be
unable to fly her to the university. With her null intact, the spells that
provide the carpet’s ability to fly would not work. So, I’m afraid I must
request that Your Highness provide her with an armed escort to make the journey
by road. It will be perilous, but we must get her there. Thankfully, I did have
access to the latest reports about Fosland’s activities and the disposition of their
forces. We’ll have to plan their route carefully before they depart.” 


“I’d like to offer a counter proposal,” said Jezebel, taking
a deep breath. “Perhaps it would be better for you to return to the university
and consult the sorcerers about this. Mira is welcome to remain here until you
are able to return.” 


Syllith frowned. “The trouble is that it will take time for
Mira to learn this skill. They can teach her the technique, I’m sure. But it’s
exceptionally unlikely that she’d be able to master it instantly.” 


“That’s not a problem,” Jezebel replied. “She can stay here
as long as it takes.” 


“Your Highness, that would not be wise. Henry will
hear about her presence here. And when he does, he will make every attempt to
acquire her. You know this better than anyone. Both Mira and your princedom
would be in grave danger at that point. 


“No, we must get Mira underway as soon as possible. Once
we’ve plotted the safest route for her, that information must be revealed only
to Mira and the leader of her party. Only that way can we be sure to keep it
from Henry’s spies.” 


Jezebel nodded. “I see. You believe, then, that Mira would
be safer on the open road than she would be here in Spanbrook? In this castle?
With Khaldun, Gemma, Camilla, and myself to protect her? In addition to the
princess’s guard?” 


 “I don’t believe she will be truly safe until she is bound,
no matter where she is, Your Highness,” Syllith replied. “If she departs right
away, then there’s a good chance she will be well on her way to the university
before Henry learns of her existence. But that road will become vastly more
perilous once he does find out about her.” 


“We don’t know for sure if she can be bound,” Khaldun
pointed out. “It’s possible that she can’t. And if that’s the case, then she
won’t be safe at the university, either—you said as much yourself. Henry’s sure
to have spies there, too, and unlike Spanbrook, their lands are nearly
surrounded by his forces.” 


“I agree,” said Jezebel. “It seems clear that an unbound
sorcerer would be safer here than at the university. The governors have no army
to command. If Fosland attacks, there’s precious little they could do to stop
him. We can post scouts with mirrors along the route to Henry’s lands. That
would give us early warning if he sends an army this way to capture Mira. We
could relocate her to a secure location long before they arrive.” 


Syllith shook her head. “I’m sorry. The rules regarding new
sorcerers are clear. Mira’s unique situation doesn’t change that. And I
disagree about the likelihood of her ability to be bound. Your Highness understands
how the rite works. I know from my research that once Mira dies, her null will
fade. So, tethering her soul to a conjurnor and reviving her won’t be a
problem. And as long as they can teach her to close her channels of power, then
the initial part of the rite should work as well.” 


“I have no say in this?” Mira asked. “It’s my life.
What if I want to stay in Spanbrook. That doesn’t count for anything?” 


“I’m sorry, but no, it doesn’t,” Syllith told her. “I know
how difficult this is to accept. But the custom of binding sorcerers exists
with good reason. Anyone who knows Nyro’s history understands why it is
imperative to honor that custom. The good of the entire continent must outweigh
the wishes of any single individual.” 


Mira looked away, tears slipping down her cheeks. 


“All right, then why not bring one of the sorcerers here to
perform the rite?” Jezebel asked. “If it works, and they’re able to bind her,
then surely it would be safer for her to make the journey at that point.” 


“I’m afraid not,” said Syllith. “I’m sure Her Highness
recalls the demons that reside in Rockhedge. Their presence in Spanbrook would
put Mira’s soul in grave danger while she’s dead. We cannot take that risk.” 


“I hadn’t thought of that,” Khaldun said with a frown.
“Enigma took me far from the Pythan demons to perform my rite. And unlike them,
the demons at Rockhedge are not enclosed within an elven barrier.” 


“Your Highness, we must determine the route Mira will take,
and make arrangements for her journey as soon as possible,” Syllith told her. “And
once they’re ready to depart, I must leave for the university with all haste to
take care of the other business we discussed.” Khaldun knew she was talking
about the artifact. He’d almost forgotten about that. He still needed to make
her a copy of the scroll. 


“Very well,” Jezebel said with a sigh. “We’ll make our plans
as soon as we’re done here.” 


“I have a question for the governor,” said Badrick. “It
seems highly unusual to me that we’ve had so many young mages transform into
sorcerers around here lately. First Lord Khaldun, then the former princess, and
now Lady Mira. It was always my understanding that the metamorphosis was
extraordinarily rare. There are only, what, a couple of dozen sorcerers on the
entire continent. And now we have three new ones here within the span of a few
months?” 


“You’re right, that does seem unlikely,” said Syllith. “But
there’s no telling when or where the metamorphosis can happen. Nor to whom. I’m
afraid I don’t have an answer for you.” 


“And you don’t think it could be something in the air in
these parts? Or the water? I mean to say, should we worry that Her Highness
might transform next?” 


“I won’t,” said Jezebel. “The sorceress Allure has the
ability to tell if someone has the metamorphosis in them or not. She confirmed
that I did inherit magic from both parents, but the transformation is not in
me. I will never be a sorcerer.” 


“And ultimately the situation is a result of mathematics,
not magic,” said Oswald. All eyes turned to him. “Consider all the mages who
have lived on the continent just in the centuries since Nyro’s downfall. There
have been countless thousands of them. Having three who were connected somehow
all become sorcerers was bound to happen somewhere during all that time, more
than once, I suspect. It would be much more shocking if that hadn’t
happened.” 


“I’m not sure I follow,” said Jezebel, furrowing her brow.
“You’re saying there’s a high probability of three connected mages all becoming
sorcerers? That doesn’t sound right.” 


“No, Your Highness, I’m saying perspective matters,” Oswald
countered. “If you look at any particular group of three mages, then yes, the
likelihood of all three of them transforming is extremely tiny. However, if you
look at every group of three mages, across the entire continent, since
the time of Nyro’s downfall, the likelihood of none of them having three
transformations is even tinier.” 


Jezebel nodded. “I think I see it now.” 


“Well, I’m not sure I do,” Badrick said with a chuckle, “nor
do I think it matters. As long as the peculiarity of our circumstances doesn’t
worry the rest of you, that’s good enough for me. We must deal with the
situation we’ve been dealt, one way or another.” 


“Yes, we must,” Jezebel agreed. “Let’s adjourn for today.
Syllith, Khaldun, and Mira, why don’t we reconvene in the mage’s tower?” 


They all rose from their chairs and exited the great hall.
Jezebel, Mira, and Syllith followed Khaldun up to his tower chambers. 


“We should take some extra precautions before we proceed,”
Syllith suggested. “You know the spell to contain sound?” she asked Khaldun. 


“Yes,” he replied. With a wave of his hand, he enclosed the
chamber in a barrier that would ensure nobody outside could hear them. 


“I’m going to teach you a similar spell,” said Syllith,
“that will prevent anyone from observing our activities magically.” 


“You mean with a seeing stone?” Jezebel asked. 


“Yes,” Syllith confirmed. “It also works against the looking
glass, artifacts like your pyramid, and even the linked mirrors that Khaldun
created for you. I don’t know about prophecy, however.” 


“So, it’s possible Nyro could have foreseen what we’re about
to discuss here?” asked Khaldun. 


“I don’t know. From the way Enigma has described them to me,
prophetic visions are almost always vague. And they show only possible futures;
nothing is certain until it happens. So, I’m not sure that Nyro could have
gleaned too much specific information from this discussion even if she did
foresee it.” 


Syllith taught Khaldun the spell, and he used it to shield
the chamber from magical observation. 


“Now, have you got a map of Maeda? Or the whole continent, perhaps?”


“Yes, I saw one in the desk,” Khaldun told her, retrieving a
large scroll from one of the drawers. He unrolled it on the surface. It was a
map of Anoria. 


“Henry has the university surrounded to the north, west, and
south,” she said, pointing to Stiles, Perrin, and Roses. “But he does not yet
hold anything across the Mayne. It would be best to cross the Torsa into
Madison, and then take the ferry across the Mayne. From there, you can move
through Arthos, and then take the bridge back across the Mayne here.” 


“But Raphael destroyed that bridge,” Jezebel pointed out. 


“No, he took out this one,” Syllith replied, pointing to a
spot closer the university. “And only the superstructure. Everything that was
wood and iron. But the stone piers remained, and they’ve already started
rebuilding the rest. But the bridge you’ll be using is up here, near the
northern edge of the university’s lands.” 


“Didn’t Henry take Madison?” asked Khaldun. 


“We believe that was his plan. He’d started moving forces
into the princedom, but after his losses in the Battle of Highgate, he had to
withdraw. I’m sure he’ll be back, but for now, at least, it should be safe to
cross Madison. But just to be safe, Lady Mira, I would suggest wearing gloves
and some sort of head covering to mask your appearance.” 


“Your Highness, I would like to escort Mira to the
university myself,” said Khaldun. “The situation in Madison could change at any
moment. And if Henry does deploy his troops there, any armed escort we send
will be inadequate.”


“That would be ideal,” Syllith agreed. “And once you’ve
reached the university, we can carry out our plans for you to reestablish
formal relations with the governors.” 


“And visit Highgate to get me a carpet?” Khaldun asked with
a grin. 


“Yes, that, too,” Syllith replied. 


“I approve wholeheartedly,” said Jezebel. “And we’ve got our
mirrors, so we can stay in communication while you’re gone.” 


“I’d like you to link your mirror to mine, too,” Syllith
suggested to Khaldun. “That way you can contact me if you run into trouble. And
notify me when you’re close to the university so I can arrange a full council
meeting.” 


“That won’t eliminate the connection with Her Highness’s
mirror?” asked Khaldun. 


“No. You can create multiple connections,” Syllith replied. “I
found out recently that Enigma’s is linked to Allure’s in addition to mine, for
example.” 


“It is?” Khaldun asked. “Then why didn’t she contact him to
ascertain his location when he went missing from the university?” 


Syllith opened her mouth to reply, then closed it again,
finally saying, “You’d have to ask Allure.” 


Khaldun shot Jezebel a meaningful look. She returned his
gaze with a frown. 


“Why don’t all the court mages and university governors have
mirrors linked to each other?” Jezebel asked. “It would make communication
between princedoms quite a bit easier.” 


“That’s true,” Syllith replied. “But most of the governors
rarely leave the university. Enigma and I only started using them when my
research required significant travel. And sometimes if one of the other mages
goes off on a mission, they’ll use one to stay in touch with the governors. But
many of the ruling princes distrust magic, and worry that other mages could use
them to spy on the goings on inside their castles.” 


“But I was only able to use my mirror to see through
Allison’s if she was actively using it,” Jezebel said. “How could someone have
used it to spy on her?” 


“They couldn’t, but try convincing some of the princes of
that,” Syllith said with a shrug. 


“Well, I don’t share their distrust,” said Jezebel. “Khaldun
is welcome to link his mirror with yours.” 


“Thank you,” said Syllith. “And Your Highness, I must
request once more that you allow me to make a copy of your scroll before I
depart.” 


“Granted,” said Jezebel. 


Khaldun withdrew the scroll from the cavity in the wall and
brought the artifact back from the void. Syllith got to work copying the
spells, while Khaldun linked her mirror to his. Once she’d finished writing,
she rolled up the parchment, then tucked the artifact into the void, tethering
it to herself. 


“Your Highness, I will take my leave of you now, and depart
for the university immediately,” Syllith told her. “I’m sure we’ll meet again
soon.” 


“Thank you,” said Jezebel, “for everything.” 


“Khaldun and Mira should set out as soon as possible,” said
Syllith. “I would make your preparations today, and leave tomorrow at first
light, at the latest.” 


They bade her farewell, and Syllith left the chambers. The
three of them watched through the window as she unfurled her carpet down in the
courtyard, sat down in the middle, and shot into the sky. 


 










Chapter Nine: Journey


 


Khaldun returned the scroll to its cavity in the wall,
tucking it into the void once more. Then he sat down behind his desk, Jezebel
and Mira across from him. 


“I’m sorry, Lady Mira, that I couldn’t sway the governor,”
said Jezebel. “I would have very much preferred to have you remain here with
us.” 


“There is no need to apologize, Your Highness,” Mira told
her. “I appreciate your going to such lengths to argue my case.” 


“Well, if they are unable to bind you, you will always be
welcome here in Spanbrook,” said Jezebel. “As an unbound sorcerer, I do still
think you’d be safer here.” 


“Thank you, Your Highness. I hope I’m able to take you up on
your offer.” 


“Now, if you’ll allow me to make the preparations for your
journey today, I’d like to hold a small feast in your honor tonight,” Jezebel
told them. “We’ll hold it in the private dining room in the keep. Then, I’ll
provide your horses and supplies, and the two of you can depart in the
morning.” 


“It will be nice to enjoy one last night in a feather bed,”
Khaldun said with a grin. 


“I’d also like to send a couple of guards with you,” Jezebel
told them. “I know we don’t possess sufficient forces to repel Fosland should
it come to a battle, but I’d feel better knowing you had an armed escort.” 


“I do appreciate the offer,” Khaldun replied. “But we’ll be
faster and more agile if it’s just the two of us. If we encounter trouble, I
can keep the two of us invisible. It’ll be much easier to evade them without
any extra bodies.” 


Jezebel sighed. “All right.” She gazed at Mira pensively for
a moment. “Let me talk to Elise… Only the skin on your face and hands is
visible. She can help you with some makeup to cover the exposed areas, and then
nobody will realize you’re an unbound sorcerer.”


“Thank you, Your Highness.” 


“Hopefully your journey will be uneventful,” Jezebel said.  “Unlike
ours,” she added with a grin. “Oh, one more thing,” she said, pulling something
out of the bosom of her dress, and placing two small mirrors on the desk. “Do
you think you could link these?” she asked Khaldun. “And take one to Allison?” 


“Yes, of course,” he said with a smile. Holding one in each
hand, he called the magical force, and connected them to each other. Then he
handed one back to Jezebel and pocketed the other. 


“Thank you,” she said. “I appreciate this.”


Khaldun spent the day with Mira walking around Spanbrook
Town. They didn’t discuss their coming expedition, nor what might happen once
they reached the university. Mira seemed resigned to her fate. 


They returned to the castle and joined Jezebel in the
private dining room. Oswald, Badrick, Gemma, and Camilla were there, too. The
feast was delicious, and the wine flowed. The others wished Khaldun and Mira
safe travels, then the two of them retired to Khaldun’s chambers. After a hot
bath, they went to bed and made love. Khaldun’s head was spinning from the
wine, and he felt like he’d found paradise. 


“I wish I could stay here with you,” Mira said as she lay
with her head on his chest. 


“Perhaps you can return if they’re unable to bind you,”
Khaldun suggested. 


“Syllith seems convinced the rite will work once I’ve closed
my channels of power.” 


“Well, if that happens, they’re sure to keep you at the
university,” said Khaldun. “With your abilities, there’s no way they’ll want to
send you to any of the princedoms. And then I can come to visit you, at least.
It doesn’t take long to get there by carpet.” 


“I’d like that,” Mira replied, kissing him. “You don’t think
Her Highness will mind you slipping away now and then?” 


“She wants us to be together,” Khaldun said with a shrug. “I
think she’ll allow it.” 


They drifted off to sleep before too much longer. Khaldun
woke to a knock on the door. He threw on his robes and went to answer it. 


It was Elise. “Good morning, my lord, I’m sorry to disturb
you, but Her Highness sent me to help the Lady Mira with her makeup.” 


“Oh, yes, please, come in,” said Khaldun. 


Mira slipped out of bed and donned her dress. Elise had her
sit at the dressing table, and went to work applying makeup to her face, neck,
and the backs of her hands. Khaldun could sense the tension between the two
women, but they remained cordial. 


“It might be best to do this for me, too,” he said. “I can
change my appearance with magic, but if I move too close to Mira, the spell
will fade.” 


“I can cover your skin, too, my lord,” said Elise. “But
there’s not a thing I can do about your eyes.” 


“That’s a good point,” said Mira. “The red irises are a dead
giveaway. We’ll have to do everything we can to avoid Henry’s troops. You
remember how hard they tried to acquire Nomad. If we encounter them in Madison,
we can circle around farther to the north. Cross the Mayne in Telbana,
perhaps.” 


Khaldun sat on the bed and considered the situation. No
magic would be foolproof, because Mira’s null would cancel it if he moved too
close. But that was only true of active spells, he believed. If he could physically
change his skin tone, then it shouldn’t be affected by her null. He didn’t know
if this was possible. But he could infuse objects with magical properties, so
what about altering mundane characteristics? Holding out one hand, he focused
on his skin’s metallic golden color and changing it back to its original shade
of brown. 


It worked, but then he realized it was only illusion.
Getting to his feet and moving close to Mira changed his hand back to golden.
Backing away several feet made it brown again. Khaldun removed the spell. 


“What are you doing?” Mira asked. 


“Give me a minute,” he replied. “I’ve got an idea.” 


Khaldun tried again, this time, trying to physically change
his hand. It turned brown again. And this time, when he moved closer to Mira,
it stayed brown. He held it in front of her to show her.


“How did you do that?” she asked. “Why isn’t my null
canceling the spell?” 


“There’s no active magic,” he explained. “I altered my skin
color.” 


Khaldun went to the washroom, closing the door behind him,
and removed his robe. Watching himself in the mirror, he applied the same spell
to his entire body. It took a few minutes, but he returned to his
pre-transformation appearance. 


Next, he went to work on his eyes. This proved to be harder,
but in the end, they returned to their original dark brown. Donning his robe,
he returned to the bedroom and showed Mira; Elise had finished with her makeup.



“This is the way I remember you,” she said, holding his hand
and smiling. 


“You look normal, my lord,” Elise told him. “I like it,” she
added with a grin. Khaldun felt Mira’s hand tense in his. “Say, do you think
you could turn my eyes blue?” 


“Are you sure you want that?” he asked. “You’ll be stuck
with it until I return.” 


“Yeah, yeah, I’m sure.” 


Khaldun moved away from Mira, then focused, holding one hand
close to Elise’s face. He found the magic to be easier this time, now that he’d
done it once. Elise’s eyes changed from brown to blue. 


“There,” he said. 


Elise turned to look at herself in the mirror. “I love it!
Thank you! And good luck on your journey, you two. I’ll see you when you get
back, my lord.” 


She left the room, closing the door behind her, and Mira
sighed. 


“This would be a little easier if I didn’t have to leave you
with her,” she said, plopping down in the bed. 


“Don’t worry,” Khaldun told her, lying next to her. “Now
that I’ve got you back, I have eyes for no one else.” 


“Maybe not, but she certainly has eyes for you,” Mira
said, poking him in the ribs. 


“I’ll transform myself into a fat old man when I return,” Khaldun
replied. “She’ll lose interest immediately.” 


Mira giggled. “No, I don’t want you to do that. I might lose
interest, too…” 


“Oh, would you, now?” Khaldun said. “So, your feelings for
me are purely physical?” 


“Maybe…” 


Khaldun tickled her in the ribs, and she squirmed away,
giggling again. 


“I’m only joking,” she told him. “I’d love you no matter
what you looked like. And I know you’ll probably have your little flings while
I’m away. But if by some miracle I am able to return, then I want you all to
myself.” 


“If you return, then I’ll marry you, my lady,” Khaldun said
with a grin. 


“I would like that,” she replied, kissing him. 


They joined Jezebel for breakfast in the private dining
room. Then, she escorted them out to the stables. They were taking Bella and
another mare named Bonnie. Jezebel’s staff had packed them food and supplies
for their journey. Jezebel gave them each a hug and wished them luck, then they
mounted up. 


But suddenly, Khaldun thought of something. “I’d like to
test our mirrors before we go,” he said to the princess. 


“Why, are you afraid the spell’s been broken somehow?” 


“Yes, I am. I’ve had mine in my pocket inside of Mira’s
null. I know it won’t work while I’m there, but I don’t know if it would remove
the spell completely.” 


“Mine is in my chambers,” said Jezebel. “Give me a moment.” 


She hurried off. Khaldun pulled out his mirror, and a minute
later, found Jezebel gazing back at him. 


“Still works,” she said with a grin. 


“Yes, luckily. Thank you for everything, Your… Jezebel,” he
said. 


“Stay in touch,” she told him. 


Khaldun nodded and pocketed the mirror. They rode out of the
castle, and passed through the town, hitting the open road beyond. 


“How can the mirror still work after being inside my null?”
Mira asked. 


“I think that your presence can only cancel active spells.
Linking the mirrors infuses them with magical properties. So, while they won’t
work as long as one of them is close to you, they still retain their inherent
magic.” 


“So, my proximity to a seeing stone or one of the pyramids
wouldn’t remove their magical properties, either, then?” she asked. 


“I don’t think so,” he replied. “And I have a feeling you
wouldn’t be visible to a seeing stone, either.” 


“So, that spell you cast in your chambers yesterday might
not have been necessary.” 


“Well, we weren’t standing close enough for the rest of us
to be inside your null at that point. But if it grows, or you learn how to
expand it, then yes. Your presence would probably obviate the need for that
spell.” 


Mira nodded. “It’s going to take a while to get used to
this.” 


They passed the Barclay farm, and continued east all day.
Making camp at sunset, Khaldun cast the spells to render them invisible from
sight and magic, and the one to make them inaudible. 


“Will those stay intact if you move inside my null?” asked
Mira. 


“I think so,” said Khaldun. “But let’s make sure. Come with
me.” 


They moved to the road and stood right next to each other.
Khaldun put his arm around Mira’s shoulders, but their camp and the horses
remained invisible. 


“I’m not actively casting the spells at the moment. Once I
put them in place, they’re self-sustaining, so, as I suspected, my proximity to
you doesn’t cancel them. I’m pretty sure you do create a hole as you pass
through them, though.” 


“I would think so,” Mira agreed. “Let’s see.” 


She headed back toward their camp. Sure enough, when her
null hit the spells, Khaldun was able to see the horses and tent beyond. But
once her null had passed inside, the hole closed behind her. Khaldun returned
to camp, and they shared a light meal, then retired inside their tent. 


Khaldun felt exhausted. But Mira started kissing him, and
before he knew it, she was making love to him. The passion they shared was
something he’d never experienced with anyone else. If Mira did have to stay at
the university, he was going to have to make regular visits. 


They woke early and ate a light breakfast. Mira touched up
her makeup, then they broke camp as the sun cracked the horizon. It took two
more days to reach the border with Newberry. They turned northeast before long,
passing to the north of Cambry. When they finally reached the Torsa, it was much
farther north than the last time Khaldun had traveled to the university. There
was no bridge, only a ford. So, they hiked up their clothes, and rode into the
river. 


The water rose no higher than Khaldun’s ankles. He got the distinct impression
that the horses wanted to play. They whinnied softly and nudged each other on
the way across. Reaching the other side, they picked up the pace again
and made their way through Madison. 


They passed Madison town early that afternoon and turned
onto the south road. The next couple of days proved to be uneventful, and
they’d seen no signs of Fosland’s troops. 


“We’ll have to turn east tomorrow,” said Khaldun once they’d
made camp that evening, and sat down to eat. “There’s an inn I know, in a
little village called Raymour. It’s just this side of the Mayne. If we make
good time the next two days, we could stay there for a night.” 


“I’d like that,” Mira said with a smile. “A little break
from the road would be nice.” 


They retired to the tent shortly after that. Lying down in
their bedrolls, they began kissing immediately. They’d made love every night
since leaving Spanbrook, and Khaldun found that his desire for her was not
diminishing in the slightest. If anything, it had continued to increase. 


But suddenly, he heard noises coming from outside and froze.
It was too dark to see much, but Khaldun could feel Mira’s body tense beneath
him; she’d heard it too. It sounded like an entire army was passing nearby.
Peering through the tent flaps, Khaldun spotted dozens upon dozens of men and
horses going by on the road, illuminated by the moonlight. 


Moving out of the tent, Khaldun got a better look at the
situation. It was an army, all right. All wearing Fosland’s colors. Worse, they
were moving off the road to make camp for the night. 


“Shit,” Khaldun muttered, ducking back inside the tent. 


“What is it?” Mira asked, panic in her voice. 


“Henry’s troops have arrived,” he told her. “We’ve got to
get out of here.” 


They moved out of the tent. Mira took in their surroundings
and sighed. 


“Let’s break camp as quickly as we can,” Khaldun told her. “The
spells are still in place, so they won’t hear us.” 


Mira got to work breaking down their tent as Khaldun moved
their gear back into their packs. It was unnerving to do this with the army
moving by so close to them. But the spells held, and they finished their work
undetected. 


“I’ll keep us invisible as we move,” he told Mira once
they’d mounted their horses. “But the spell to block sounds won’t follow us.
We’ll have to be as quiet as possible. The army’s making a lot of noise, so
that should help. But we’re going to have to be very careful not to pass too
close to anyone; they’ll see us if they move within the spell.” Mira took a
deep breath and nodded. “You should lead the way, and I’ll do my best to
confine the spell to us and the horses.” 


Mira set out to the south, sticking to the grassy area by
the side of the road to avoid kicking up dirt. Khaldun felt his heart pounding
in his chest. The army was making camp all around them; it was going to be
extremely difficult to avoid their notice. 


For the first few minutes, their luck held. The soldiers had
left the road, and their attention was turned to making camp, eating, and
tending to their horses. But then they came across a group of men carrying
buckets of water from a lake across the road. They stopped their horses, but
then saw the last two men headed directly toward them. Mira kicked her horse
forward, and Khaldun followed in the nick of time, but Mira’s horse nickered. 


“What the hell was that?” one of the men asked, looking
directly at them.


“What was what?” the other asked. 


“Thought I heard a horse.” 


Mira fixed Khaldun with a stare; Khaldun pressed a finger to
his lips, willing her to remain silent. 


“Yeah, we got about a million horses right over here.” 


“No, you idiot—on the road.” 


The second soldier turned to look their way, too. 


“You’re imagining things. I don’t see nuthin’.” 


“Could be a mage keepin’ himself invisible,” the first one
said. “Gunthar told us to watch out for shit like this.” 


The second one sighed. “Let’s go put these buckets down,
then we’ll come back and see what we can find.” 


They continued into the camp. 


“Let’s pick up the pace,” Khaldun said to Mira. 


Moving at a trot, they spotted the end of the enemy
encampment a couple of minutes later. But then Mira stopped. 


“What’s wrong?” Khaldun asked. 


Mira pointed. He spotted two riders by the side of the road,
both holding staffs. One was quite large, and Khaldun had a feeling he knew who
it was. 


“Let’s wait here and see what they do,” he suggested. “If
they’re the only two mages, then they’re sure to be splitting the night into two
watches.” 


“Which means one of them will move into camp soon,” said
Mira. 


Sure enough, the larger one rode into camp a minute later.
But the other one headed up the road, directly toward them. 


“Don’t move, and don’t make a sound,” Khaldun told her. “Normal
mages can’t detect magic, so we’ll be safe as long as he doesn’t hear us. We’ll
move once he passes us.” 


Mira nodded. 


The wizard reached their position, and Khaldun recognized
him as the wizard named Lane. But suddenly, he stopped, and seemed to be
staring directly at them. Khaldun didn’t understand it; he thought they’d
stayed silent. But then Lane held out his staff. Khaldun figured he was about
to cast an invisibility cancellation spell, just in case someone was there.
Holding out one hand, he hit the wizard with the knockout spell he’d learned
from Syllith. But Lane was powerful; his staff arm fell to his side, and his
head drooped a bit, but he fought to stay conscious. Khaldun hit him again.
This time, Lane fell out of the saddle, dropped his staff, and lay still in the
road. 


“Ride,” Khaldun hissed. 


Mira didn’t need to be told twice. She kicked her horse into
motion, Khaldun right behind her. They didn’t risk a gallop for fear of making
too much noise, but rode as fast as they dared, keeping to the grassy area by
the roadside. 


When they reached the east road, they stopped for a moment.
Khaldun held out one arm toward their backtrail, casting the spell to eliminate
evidence of their passage. After that, they headed east. For about twenty
minutes, they stuck to the roadside. Khaldun kept an eye out behind them,
periodically casting the spell to hide their trail. But finally, they risked a
gallop on the road for a while, trying to put as much distance between them and
the army as they could. 


The road entered a forest a couple of hours later. There had
been no sign of pursuit, so they decided to make camp for the night. Khaldun
found a clearing a little way into the woods, and they set up their tent there
and tended to the horses. 


Khaldun pulled out his mirror. He wanted to alert Syllith
about Fosland’s invasion of Madison. But the witch wasn’t there; he guessed
that she was probably sleeping. He called out her name a few times, and
finally, Syllith’s face appeared in the glass. 


“Khaldun,” she said through a yawn. She looked bleary-eyed.
“What is it?” 


Khaldun gave her the news. 


“We suspected this might happen,” she replied. “Raphael left
for Madison Town several days ago to help evacuate the prince and his family.
Hopefully he’s arrived by now.” 


Khaldun said goodnight to Syllith and pocketed the mirror.


“We should keep watch tonight,” he told Mira. “Our spell
held, so I don’t think Lane could have seen us. And even if he did, he wouldn’t
have recognized us as sorcerers. But Gunthar’s with them, too, so they might
send one of them to hunt us.” 


“I’m guessing they’re on their way to sack Madison Town, so
hopefully they won’t bother with us,” Mira replied. “But better safe than
sorry.” 


“I’m surprised we didn’t see Dredmort or the wraiths,”
Khaldun observed as he walked around the clearing, putting their protective
spells in place. 


“If Madison doesn’t have an army, then they probably don’t
need them,” Mira replied. “Easy pickings for the likes of Fosland.” 


Khaldun kissed Mira goodnight and took the first watch. But
the night was quiet and he neither saw nor heard anyone going by on the road.
He didn’t feel tired, so he let Mira sleep and kept the watch for the rest of
the night. Mira emerged from the tent at dawn. 


“How come you didn’t wake me?” she asked as she embraced
him. 


“I figured I’d let you get some rest,” he said, kissing her.
“I’ve gone several nights without sleep before. I’ll be all right.” 


After a light meal, they broke camp and continued east. They
rode all day without encountering any further trouble. That night, they made
camp in a field. Mira insisted on taking the first watch, so Khaldun lay down
in the tent and fell asleep almost immediately. He woke to find that it was
dawn. 


“Hey,” he said, climbing out of the tent. Mira was standing
nearby, watching the sun rise. “You should have awakened me for the second
watch.” 


“I’ll be fine,” she said, kissing him. “If you can skip a
night’s sleep, so can I.” 


They continued east and passed through Raymour in the
afternoon, riding right past the inn where Khaldun had transformed on his
journey with Jezebel. There was nobody out and about, and Khaldun wondered for
a moment if the town had been abandoned. But then he spotted someone staring
out the inn’s front window. 


“Unfortunately, I don’t think we should stay here after
all,” he said. “With Henry’s forces sacking the princedom, it would be best to
get across the river right away.” 


“Yes, no question,” Mira agreed. 


They reached the ferry lane a minute later. 


“I’m going to cancel our spells,” Khaldun told her. “We
can’t book our passage if we’re invisible.” 


“Good thinking,” she replied with a grin. 


Khaldun removed the spells, and they proceeded down the
lane. But as they reached the dock, they found a dozen Foslander soldiers
awaiting them. 


 










Chapter Ten: University


 


“Halt,” one of the soldiers called out as he walked over to
them. “Where are you two headed?” 


“We’re on our way to Arthos,” Khaldun told him. He didn’t
see the ferryman anywhere, but the barge was tied up by the boathouse.


“You two are wayfarers?” he asked. 


“That’s right,” said Mira. “But we left the troupe.” 


“All right. Wait here.” 


He headed into the small boathouse.


“What is he doing?” Mira whispered. 


“I don’t know. But if they discover us, we’re going to—” 


Khaldun didn’t get to finish his sentence. The soldier
emerged from the boathouse again, a tall woman right behind him. She was
wearing mage’s robes and drew a wand as she approached. Khaldun took a deep
breath. 


“You’re wayfarers all right,” the witch said, looking down her
nose at them. “Why did you leave the troupe?” 


“We’ve grown tired of the wandering,” Mira told her. “We’re
going to settle down in Arthos.” 


The witch regarded them for a moment. Khaldun thought she
seemed suspicious. He’d never seen her before, so he doubted she’d recognized
them. Before he could react, she waved her wand and cast a spell. But it was
only to cancel illusions. Khaldun breathed a sigh of relief. 


“They’re not hiding anything,” the witch told the soldier.
“Let them pass.” 


She turned on her heel and strode back to the boathouse. The
soldier led them down to the ferry. Once they’d paid the fare and boarded, he
untied the boat and shoved off. Then he took a long pole and started pushing
them across the water. 


Khaldun wondered what had happened to the ferryman, but
decided not to ask. They’d probably killed him, and asking too many questions
might raise more suspicions. 


They made it to the opposite shore. Khaldun and Mira
disembarked, and the soldier began his return voyage. 


“That was too close for comfort,” Mira said with a relieved
sigh. “When that witch drew her wand, I thought we were in trouble.” 


“She was only making sure we weren’t casting any illusions.”



“That’s a relief. I was worried she might realize I was a
null.”


“Well, I don’t know about you, but I’m sorely disappointed
about missing that night at the inn,” Khaldun told her. “Let’s get to Arthos as
quickly as we can, and we can spend a night at the Black Dragon.” 


“Sounds good to me,” Mira agreed. 


They rode until sunset, then made camp in a little meadow
near the road. Khaldun put their protective spells in place, then suggested
that they keep a watch. 


“But I thought Henry hadn’t crossed the Mayne yet?” Mira
said. 


“He wasn’t supposed to be in Madison, either,” he replied.
“Get some sleep. I’ll take the first watch.” 


“You mean you’ll let me sleep the whole night and then I’ll
keep watch tomorrow night?” she teased. 


“We’ll see,” he replied with a grin. 


The next few hours passed without incident. Khaldun crawled
into the tent, lying down next to Mira. He started kissing her cheek and neck. She
woke up and made love to him. Then she left to take the second watch and
Khaldun went to sleep. 


They made it to Arthos two days later without encountering
any sign of Fosland’s troops. They checked in at the guard station and made
their way into the city. It was still an hour or two before sunset when they
reached the Black Dragon. Khaldun went inside and booked a room for the night.
They stabled their horses, then went up to the second floor of the inn to drop
their packs in their room. It had a view of the road out front. 


Khaldun used his mirror to contact Syllith and let her know
that they’d arrived in Arthos. “We should reach the university by nightfall
tomorrow,” he said. 


“Excellent,” she replied. “Our scouts report that Henry has
still not shown any signs of crossing the Mayne, so you shouldn’t encounter any
trouble. I’ll arrange for a council meeting the following morning. I’m staying
at Enigma’s house. Find me there when you arrive, and the two of you are
welcome to spend the night.” 


Khaldun said goodbye and put the mirror away. 


“I’m famished,” said Mira. “Let’s see if they’re serving
dinner yet.” 


They made their way back down to the common room, and took a
table in the rear corner. Only a few other people were here, but it did appear
dinner service had started. Sure enough, a woman bustled out from the kitchen a
few minutes later and placed two steaming bowls of stew and a loaf of bread on
their table. Khaldun ordered them each an ale and the woman scurried off again.



“So, I’m guessing Henry must not have heard about me, yet,”
said Mira. 


“What makes you think so?” 


“That witch at the ferry. She didn’t bother using the spell
to reveal mages. Gunthar did that when we encountered his party in Oxcart on my
way to the troupe. That’s how he figured out that I was a null.” 


“That’s a good point,” said Khaldun. “If they were looking
for you specifically, they surely would have done that. She knew we were
wayfarers and still didn’t check.” 


The woman returned with their drinks a minute later. Khaldun
and Mira ate and drank their fill. The common room became busier, and they stayed
and chatted with some of the other guests for a couple of hours, drinking
several more ales in the process. 


They returned to their room and went straight to bed. Once
they’d stripped out of their clothes, they made love late into the night,
finally falling asleep in each other’s arms. 


They rose before dawn and headed back down to the common
room for breakfast. Then, they collected their belongings and went to the
stables for their horses. They hit the south road and reached the bridge a few
hours later. Once across, they continued south, and reached a pair of short
towers only minutes later. 


“This is the barrier,” Khaldun told Mira, reining in his
horse. “But I don’t think I remember the incantation to get us through it…” 


“But surely you don’t need to know the words anymore,
right?” she said. 


Khaldun held out one hand, sensing the powerful wards
protecting the university. The barrier shimmered where it intersected the road.
He was about to create an opening when he had a thought. “Why don’t you open it
for us?” 


“What, you mean you want me to cancel it?” she asked.



“No, I doubt you could. This kind of spell can’t be removed
from the outside. But I’m betting if you walk through it, your null will create
a hole, like it did with the protective spells around our camp.” 


“All right,” she said. She guided her horse forward, but its
muzzle was outside of her null. The horse backed off and reared when its nose
hit the spell. Mira dismounted, then walked toward the barrier. And sure
enough, as she approached, a pinhole opened up in its surface, expanding to a
circle that extended a couple of feet around her when she stopped at the
boundary. 


“There’s not enough room for the horses to pass,” he pointed
out. “Can you make it larger?” 


“I’ve never tried,” she said with a shrug. But then,
furrowing her brow, she focused for a moment. The hole in the barrier grew
until it extended about ten feet around her. “You’d better hurry—I don’t know
how long I can hold this.” 


Khaldun grabbed her horse’s reins, then rode through with
both animals. Once he was beyond the barrier, Mira gave up the effort and
remounted. The barrier became whole again. 


“That was impressive for a first attempt,” Khaldun said
appreciatively as they continued south. “I wonder how big you can make it?” 


“I’m sure that’s something I’ll be working on once I start
my lessons,” she said with a sigh. 


They continued riding and reached the university a little
after sunset. Khaldun took them directly to Enigma’s house, where they found
Syllith. She escorted them up to the guest bedroom on the second floor and told
them that the manservant, Archibald, would make arrangements for their horses
to be stabled. 


“Is that makeup you’re wearing?” Syllith asked, looking more
closely at Mira’s face.


“Yes, Princess Jezebel suggested it.”


“That was a great idea. But you must be using an illusion,”
she added to Khaldun. “That’s not makeup.” 


“No, actually. I was worried about Mira’s null canceling my
spell, so I changed my skin and eye color back to how it was before my
transformation.” 


“Fascinating,” Syllith said appreciatively. “I don’t think
I’ve ever heard of a sorcerer doing that before. Except for Semblant, that is…
do you think you’re a shapeshifter?” 


“Um… I don’t think so.” 


“Have you ever tried?” 


“No, I… uh, this was the first time it ever occurred to me
to change my appearance like this.” 


She dragged him over to the mirror. “Try it. See if you can
change your face to look like mine.” 


Khaldun chuckled. But he focused on their faces in the
mirror, trying to alter his to look like Syllith’s. Nothing happened. “I don’t
think I can do this.” 


“You changed your skin and eye color,” said Syllith. “Try
making your lips thinner like mine.” 


Khaldun concentrated on his lips, attempting to alter their
form, but again, couldn’t manage it. “Maybe I can only change colors,” he
suggested. 


“Yeah? Then turn your hair blue.” 


Khaldun looked in the mirror again, this time focusing on
his hair. He tried altering its color, and sure enough, it turned blue.


“That’s a great look,” Mira said, giggling at him. 


Khaldun changed his hair back to its normal color.


“Intriguing,” Syllith said. “Well, you’re here now, so you
should probably both revert to your normal appearances before the council
meeting.” 


The cook was already preparing dinner, so Syllith brought
them to the dining room. They sat down at the table and she poured them wine.
Khaldun and Mira took turns telling the witch about their journey. 


“That was risky,” Syllith told them when they explained how
Mira had opened a hole in the barrier. “You could have brought the entire
barrier down that way.” 


“I’m sorry,” said Khaldun. “It was my idea. Her null only
poked a hole in the defensive spells around our camp, so I figured it would be
all right.”


Syllith nodded. “The trouble is that no null mage has ever
become a sorcerer before. University scholars have hypothesized about how such
a person’s powers might work over the years, but we’ve never been able to test
those ideas before. So, there will be plenty of time for you to explore your
abilities, but it would be best to refrain from such experiments without the
proper guidance.” 


“My apologies,” said Mira. “I didn’t fully understand the
dangers. I’ll be more careful from now on.” 


Archibald arrived, setting an enormous platter down on the
middle of the table; it took him a few trips to bring all the food. The three
of them grew quiet for several minutes as they dug into their meals. 


“Have you heard what the final outcome was in Madison?”
Khaldun asked. 


“I’m sorry to report that Henry’s forces succeeded in
sacking the princedom,” Syllith told them. “But Raphael was able to evacuate
the royal family. He was planning on taking them to Vance, but I suspect that
will be Henry’s next target.” 


“But that means only Stoutwall will remain free in all of
Middle Maeda,” Mira observed. “On this side of the Mayne, anyway.” 


“Yes, that’s correct,” Syllith said with a sigh. “But
Augustine’s military might is rivaled only by Highgate’s. And he’s forged
alliances with a couple of powerful princedoms in southern Maeda who do not
wish to see Henry take the entire kingdom. I don’t think Stoutwall will fall
anytime soon.” 


“He’s got Shatter, too,” Khaldun pointed out. “I’ve seen him
fight. I don’t think Dredmort and all his wraiths would be a match for him.” 


“Perhaps,” Syllith said with a shrug. “But at this point, I
believe Henry will try to take the university before setting his sights on
Stoutwall or the southern princedoms.” 


“Won’t the governors act to prevent that?” asked Mira. 


“I’ve been trying to persuade them,” Syllith replied. “But
most of them remain steadfast in their commitment to neutrality. It would
probably take a direct attack to win them over, I’m afraid.” 


“But that’s absurd,” said Khaldun. “Fosland nearly has the
university surrounded. Don’t they understand the threat they’re facing?” 


Syllith chuckled derisively and finished her glass of wine
before replying. “I think they must. But they cling to our tradition of
neutrality with an almost religious zeal. They seemed to believe that Henry’s
defeat at the hands of Highgate would quell his aggression, so the news from
Madison has brought a couple of them around. I remain hopeful that we can turn
the tide and convince them to take action soon.” 


“The university doesn’t have an army, though, does it?”
asked Mira. 


“No, our response would need to be thaumaturgic in nature,”
Syllith replied. “Placing sorcerers at strategic locations in princedoms east
of the Mayne would help repel any Foslander attack there. I believe he’ll try
to surround the university completely before attacking it. That would cut off
our escape route.


“And I think we should also establish formal alliances with
Highgate, Stoutwall, and Augustine’s southern allies. Terminating our
neutrality and joining the fight against Fosland in an official capacity would
send Henry a message, and hopefully make him think twice about attacking the
university.


“We’ll get there, I think. After Madison, I’m no longer the
only one advocating for a more aggressive approach. Enigma and Warhammer now
support my position as well. With them on board, we may be able to persuade the
others.” 


“I hope so,” said Khaldun. 


“What happened with the artifact?” asked Mira. “Were you
able to get that destroyed?” 


“Yes,” Syllith said with a nod. “Vision took care of it.” 


“That’s a relief,” said Khaldun. 


“Well, we should call it a night,” Syllith suggested,
pushing back from the table. “We have the governor’s council first thing in the
morning.” 


Khaldun and Mira each finished their wine, then said
goodnight to Syllith and headed up to their bedroom. Their packs were sitting
on the floor near the door; Khaldun figured that one of the servants must have
brought them up. 


There was a basin of water in the room for washing their
hands and faces, so Mira found a towel and used that to remove her makeup.
Meanwhile, Khaldun disrobed, and stood in front of the mirror to turn his
irises red and his skin golden. After that, they went straight to bed and woke
at dawn, going downstairs to find Archibald laying out breakfast on the dining
room table. 


“Good morning, my lord and lady,” he said with a bow.
“Please have a seat. Lady Syllith will be down shortly.” 


They sat down at the table, and Syllith joined them moments
later. Once they’d eaten, they bade Archibald farewell and headed out. Syllith
led them to one of the main buildings, and inside to a chamber that reminded
Khaldun of a courtroom. There was a long bench spanning the front of the space.
Syllith escorted Khaldun and Mira to seats near the front, then she took her
place behind the bench. 


Khaldun spotted three sorcerers right away. There was a
diminutive, scantily clad woman who could only be Allure; she was smiling at
him suggestively and Khaldun felt a strong physical attraction to her. Sitting
to her left was a man almost as short as Allure. His face and bald head were
scarred and pitted. He wore no shirt, his muscles bulging in sharp relief
beneath his golden skin. Khaldun figured this had to be Warhammer. And to
Allure’s right was an ancient-looking gentleman. He had wispy, white hair, and
his red eyes looked a little foggy. Khaldun knew this must be Vision. Enigma, Semblant,
and Sage were reportedly at the watchtower. 


Syllith was the youngest of the conjurnors. The other
five—two women and three men—were much older, all with gray or white hair. One
of the women—the youngest-looking, after Syllith, cleared her throat and said,
“Let’s begin.” 


“Lady Madeline,” said Syllith, “may I present Khaldun of
Spanbrook and Lady Mira of Graystone.” 


“Welcome, my dears,” she said with a smile. “Lord Khaldun,
it is my understanding that Princess Jezebel wishes to reestablish formal ties
with this institution. Is that correct?” 


“Yes, my lady,” Khaldun replied. 


“Very well, please stand and raise your right hand.” 


Khaldun got to his feet, holding his hand up. Madeline had
him recite an oath, pledging fealty to the university in all matters pertaining
to magic, including the compliance of Spanbrook’s mages to the university’s
directives. Once he was done, she instructed him to retake his seat. 


“We are pleased to have your great princedom renew our
affiliation,” she said. 


“Thank you,” Khaldun replied. 


“Lady Mira, it has come to my attention that you wish to
matriculate?” 


Khaldun had to stop himself from scoffing at the language
she’d chosen; Mira hardly had a choice in the matter. 


“Yes, my lady,” said Mira. 


“Very well. We have heard about your unique abilities, and
have made arrangements for special instruction. Allure will be providing your
tutelage. There is no record of any magical null ever undergoing the
metamorphosis, so this will be virgin territory for all of us, I’m afraid.
However, Allure does possess the most expertise in training new sorcerers, so you
will be in good hands, my dear.” 


“Lady Mira, please approach the bench,” said Allure, leaning
forward and calling a small flame in one hand. 


Mira got up and stepped toward the sorcerer. Allure’s flame
disappeared. 


“Some of my colleagues have expressed skepticism about your
abilities,” Allure explained. “I was hoping you might be willing to provide a
quick demonstration?” 


“Oh, uh… sure,” Mira stammered. “What would you like me to
do?” 


“Just stand there,” Allure told her with a tone of
amusement. “Warhammer?” she added to the sorcerer to her left. 


He muttered something unintelligible, but held out one hand
and called a small flame. He moved it toward Mira, and it went out when it hit
her null. Each of the other governors tried the same thing, but none of them
were able to move their flame close to Mira. 


“Quite impressive,” Madeline said once they’d all taken a
turn. “And are you able to grow your null any larger?” 


“I’ve only tried once,” Mira replied. “I was able to expand
it to about twenty feet in diameter.” 


“Lady Mira did this as they passed through our barrier,”
Syllith added. 


“Your null negated our protective dome?” Warhammer asked in
disbelief. 


“Yes,” Mira confirmed. 


“And you didn’t do anything to accomplish this?” he
asked. “You didn’t cast any spell?” 


“No, I did not. Since my transformation, I don’t need to do
anything to cancel magic within my null. Even when I sleep, my presence
extinguishes every spell.” 


“And you can still cancel spells beyond your null if you so
choose?” Warhammer asked. 


“Yes, my lord.” 


“Do it,” he said, getting to his feet and holding out one
arm. 


There was an earsplitting roar; Khaldun turned to find a
lion stalking around the rear of the chamber. He could feel the magic emanating
from it and knew it was only an illusion. 


Mira turned and gasped. But with a wave of her hand, she
canceled the spell, and the beast disappeared. 


“What about this?” said Warhammer. He held his arms out to
his sides, plunging the room into utter darkness. Khaldun didn’t know what
happened, but a moment later, the darkness faded. “You did that?” Warhammer
asked Mira; she nodded. “So, you already knew that spell, then?” he asked. 


“N-no, my lord,” she replied. “I’ve never encountered that
before—I didn’t know it was possible.” 


“You can cancel spells without knowing them?” he asked with
a note of skepticism. 


“I told you,” Allure said, turning toward him. “She didn’t
need to be a sorcerer to do that. That’s how it was for the other four nulls.” 


“Yes, well, seeing is believing,” he muttered. 


“Have you tried closing your channels of power yet?” asked
Allure. 


“I’m sorry, but I don’t know how,” Mira replied. 


Allure nodded. “We’ll take care of that,” she told her. “I’m
going to enjoy working with you, my lady.” 


“Th-thank you,” Mira replied. 


“You may sit down, Lady Mira,” said Madeline. Mira returned
to her chair. “Please understand that we will be unable to bind you to a
conjurnor at the present time, as is our custom with new sorcerers. This
situation poses a security risk to you and the rest of us. There are those who
would go to great lengths to acquire an unbound sorcerer such as yourself. So,
I wish to impress upon you how imperative it is that you remain here, inside
our protective barrier. 


“It is our belief that once Master Allure teaches you to
close your channels of power, we will be able to proceed with the rite of
binding.” 


“My lady, assuming the rite is successful, do you know if
you will be assigning me to one of the princedoms?” Mira asked. “Or should I
expect to remain here at the university?” 


“The decision will not be formalized until it is clear that
we can proceed with the rite,” Madeline replied. “But I do not believe we will
be sending you anywhere else.” 


Mira nodded. “Thank you.” 


“Very well,” said Madeline, looking around at the other
governors. “I believe that concludes our proceedings for this morning. We have
arranged lodging for you, Lady Mira. I believe Lady Syllith has agreed to show
you to your room?” 


“Yes, I’ll take care of that right away,” Syllith replied. 


“Thank you,” said Madeline. “Then, we stand adjourned.” 


 


 










Chapter Eleven: Highgate


 


“That went well, I think,” Syllith said as she exited the
building with Khaldun and Mira. 


“Yes, but I’m glad it’s over,” Mira replied. “They made me
so nervous!” 


“I’m surprised Warhammer was so skeptical of Mira’s
abilities,” said Khaldun. 


“Don’t forget, it’s been a couple of centuries since the
last magical null,” said Syllith. “And Warhammer’s never been much of a
scholar. He started out at the Bastion before he transformed.” 


“The military academy?” asked Khaldun. 


“That’s right. He transferred here when he became a
sorcerer. But warfare is his area of expertise. Not history. I don’t think he’d
ever heard of magical nulls before he found out about Mira.” 


Allure left the building and approached them. “Lady Mira,
I’m sorry we skipped the formal introductions earlier. I’m Allure.” She held
out her hand, and Mira shook it. “I’m pleased to meet you. And you, Khaldun,”
she added, shaking his hand next. 


Khaldun felt a jolt of energy when his fingers touched hers.
“The pleasure is all mine.” 


“Mm,” Allure said, gazing into his eyes and holding his hand
longer than he’d expected. But finally, she released him, and said to Mira,
“Meet me here tomorrow morning, and we’ll begin your training.” 


“I’ll be here,” she replied. “Thank you.” 


Allure bade them farewell and strode away. Khaldun watched
her go; almost as if she felt the weight of his stare, she turned and smiled at
him for a moment. Khaldun returned his attention to Syllith and Mira, but found
Mira staring after the sorcerer, too.


“Lady Mira, if you’ll come this way, I’ll show you to the
dorm,” Syllith said with a grin. 


“Huh?” Mira said, turning to face her. “Oh, yes, I’m sorry.
Allure is quite distracting,” she added with a giggle. 


Syllith led them through an alleyway between two of the
buildings to an open courtyard in the center of the quad. Walking to the
building on the eastern side, she opened the door for them, closing it again
once they’d passed inside. She led them up a flight of stairs to the second
floor, then knocked on a door midway down the corridor. 


There was no reply for a moment, but then Khaldun heard
someone stirring within. Finally, the door opened, and he found himself
face-to-face with Allison, the former princess of Spanbrook. 


Allison’s expression turned from curiosity to surprise, and
then to something close to anger. “You,” she said, locking eyes with Khaldun. 


“Allison, this is Mira,” said Syllith. “Your new roommate?”
she added when Allison failed to respond. 


“Oh, yes, of course,” she said, opening the door wider to
let them in. 


“They did tell you about this, I hope?” said Syllith as
Khaldun moved into the room with Mira. 


“Yes, I’m sorry. They did, but I didn’t know it was today.” 


Khaldun gazed around the room. There was a bunk bed on one
side. A couple of desks lined the opposite wall. The room was clean, but messy,
with clothes thrown all over the place. Khaldun suspected that Allison wasn’t
used to living without a handmaiden to clean up after her. 


“I, uh… normally sleep in the top bunk,” Allison said
nervously to Mira. Khaldun suppressed a grin; both beds were covered with
clothes and books. “I’ll remove my things from the bottom one for you. Unless
you’d prefer the top bunk?” 


“The bottom is fine,” Mira replied. “Thank you.” 


“If you’d like, I can show you to the commissary to pick up
any supplies you might need,” Syllith told her. 


“Oh, yes, please,” she said. “And I’ll need to return to
your house to collect my pack, too.” 


Khaldun was about to head out the door with them, but
Allison said, “Could I speak to you for a moment? Alone?” 


“Yes, of course,” he said. “I’ll catch up with you later,”
he said to Mira. She gave him a kiss, then left with Syllith. 


Allison stared at Khaldun for a moment, opening her mouth to
say something, but then closing it again. She plopped down in a chair, staring
at the floor. Khaldun still felt the old attraction to her, stronger than ever.
She possessed something similar to Allure’s magnetism, although not nearly as
strong. 


“Syllith tells me you’re making good progress,” he said. She
gazed up at him, a puzzled look on her face. “With your magic, I mean.” 


“She’s a liar,” Allison replied, rolling her eyes. “I can
barely call the basic forces. I guess sorcerers typically receive private
instruction. But they’ve thrown me into the regular classes with the wizards
and witches because I don’t even qualify yet.” 


“It’s nothing to be ashamed of,” Khaldun assured her. “Most
sorcerers transform after practicing magic for years, but you’re brand new to
it. Give yourself time. You’ll get there.” 


“That’s what Dana says,” Allison said with a sigh. “She
doesn’t seem to doubt me at all. But I feel like such a fool in my classes. The
amazing sorcerer who’s the worst in her class. I’ve never been this bad at
anything before.” 


Khaldun chuckled. “Who’s Dana?” 


“Oh… she’s my conjurnor. That’s meant to be a secret, but I
suppose I can trust you to keep it to yourself.” 


“I won’t tell a soul.” 


“She’s also the only friend I’ve made so far. I think I
would have lost my mind by now were it not for her.” 


“You’ll like Mira,” he told her. “I’m sure of it.” 


“Was she a wayfarer, too?” 


“It’s complicated. I’ll let her tell you the story sometime.
But yes, she spent her childhood with the troupe.” 


Allison nodded and looked at the floor again. “How… um… how
is Jezebel?” 


“She’s doing well,” Khaldun said, reaching into his pocket.
“She wanted me to give you this,” he added, holding the mirror out to her.
Allison looked up, a smile lighting her face, and took it from him.


“Is this like the other ones we had? I can speak to her with
this?” Khaldun nodded. She held it to her chest with both hands as if it were a
great treasure. “Thank you. I, ah, suppose you and she have probably… been, you
know. Together. Since my departure?” 


“No, not at all,” Khaldun told her. “Her Highness remains
committed to marrying you one day. She has no interest in becoming involved
with anyone else. In fact, much to Oswald’s distress, she’s refused to take a
husband.” 


Allison scoffed at this. “Yes, I can imagine Oswald’s
reaction. But she must produce an heir!” 


“Oh, she will,” Khaldun told her, feeling anxious about
telling her much more about this. “She might already be pregnant, actually.” 


“What? But who’s the father?” 


“There’s no way to know…” 


Allison didn’t reply, only staring at him in confusion. 


“You know Jezebel,” he said with a sigh. “She wanted to be
certain nobody else could lay claim to the throne. So, she took half a dozen
men to bed to make sure nobody could identify the father.” 


Allison stared at him in disbelief for a few moments, as if she
were having trouble processing this news. But then she shook her head and
chuckled. “Yes, that does sound like something Jezebel would come up with.
Well, at least she won’t lose the princedom like I did.” Allison examined the
mirror, then said, “I don’t mean to be rude, but… I’d like to be alone, now.” 


“Oh, yes, of course,” Khaldun said. “Please let Her Highness
know that Mira and I have arrived safely.” 


“I will.” 


Khaldun opened the door and was about to leave, but Allison
said, “Khaldun?” He turned to face her, and she added, “Thank you for taking
care of her.” Khaldun nodded and moved into the corridor, closing the door
behind him. He went outside and ran into Mira and Syllith out in front of one
of the administrative buildings. 


Mira wanted to go get settled into her room, so she gave
Khaldun a kiss and hurried off. He stared after her for a moment, missing her
already. 


“Don’t worry,” said Syllith. “She’ll be safe here.” 


“I know,” he said with a sigh. “It’s not that. I’ve just
grown accustomed to her constant presence these last few weeks. After believing
I’d never see her again. And now I’m going to have to say goodbye again.” 


“Well, we should head to Highgate tomorrow. We’ll get you your
own carpet and you can visit her whenever you’d like. Cheer up, sorcerer!” 


Syllith had to meet with a couple of the other governors, so
Khaldun headed back to Enigma’s house. He spent most of the day in the
sorcerer’s private library. Many of the books were in other languages. But
Khaldun found quite a few written in the common tongue, and settled into a
plush chair to read about the history of magic in Anoria. 


Khaldun was surprised to read that humans might have
originally inherited magic from the elves. The author explained that elvish
people, like sorcerers, were able to do magic without any kind of instrument.
It was an ability their entire population shared. But most elves could call
only the four basic forces. Elvish mages were the ones who could wield the
magical force. And many of them possessed power that eclipsed that of even the
strongest human sorcerers. 


Only when he heard a knock on the door did Khaldun realize
that it was nearly sunset. He’d become so engrossed in the book that he’d spent
almost the entire day reading. But he answered the door to find Mira and
Allison standing there, inviting him to dinner. 


He accompanied them to the dining hall. They met Allison’s
conjurnor, Dana, there, and the four of them ate together. Dana didn’t seem
much older than Allison. Khaldun was surprised to learn that she was nearly
thirty. She’d remained at the university ever since her graduation, and worked
as a teaching assistant for Vision. 


After dinner, Khaldun went for a moonlight stroll with Mira,
holding hands as they walked. They went by the rear corner of the quad, passing
the seven-sided tower, and heading up the road past the governors’ mansions. 


“I wanted to thank you for escorting me here,” she told him.
“Being with you made the transition a little easier, I think. I was dreading
this, but I think I’ll like it here.” 


“What do you think of Allison?” he asked. “It seems like the
two of you have hit it off pretty well.” 


“She’s wonderful,” she replied. “We have a lot in common,
having both spent so much time living among the highborn. And both being sent
here against our will.” 


“Yes, it was quite the shock for her. She’d never even done
magic before her transformation.” 


They walked in silence for a minute. 


“What will you do now?” Mira asked finally. 


“Syllith and I are leaving for Highgate in the morning.” 


“And after that? Will you stop here before returning to
Spanbrook?” 


“I think perhaps I could be persuaded to do so,” he said
with a grin. 


“Consider yourself persuaded,” she said, kissing him. 


“I’m going to miss you,” he said. “It’s been like paradise
living with you these last several weeks.” 


“I know,” she said, kissing him again. “Make sure you get
that carpet,” she added with a grin. 


They finished their stroll, and Khaldun walked her back to
the dorm. He kissed her goodnight, then headed back to Enigma’s house. Syllith
wasn’t back yet; Khaldun wondered where she might have gone, but didn’t wait up
for her. He went to bed and fell asleep right away. 


Khaldun rose at dawn. Wandering downstairs, he found Syllith
sitting in the dining room, eating breakfast. 


“Morning, sorcerer,” she said. 


“You were out late,” he replied, taking the adjacent seat. 


“I figured I’d take advantage of the moonlight and do a
little recon before leaving for Highgate,” she told him. “I flew over Stiles
and Madison, staying close to the Mayne. I wanted to see if Henry was getting
his troops ready to cross the river.” 


“And?” 


Syllith shook her head. “I saw no evidence of an impending
invasion. We’ll fly over Roses and Fosland this morning so we can check there.”



“Flying over Fosland could be dangerous, no? If we go over
the city? What if Dredmort sees us?” 


“You’ll make us invisible to ensure that doesn’t happen,” she
told him. “I’ll have you open a portal in the barrier, too.” 


“How do you handle that when you fly solo?” 


“I have to relinquish control of the carpet for a couple of
seconds,” she said with a grin. “In the beginning, I would land first, open the
barrier from the ground, then fly the rest of the way. But eventually I worked
up the nerve to try it in flight.” 


Once they’d eaten, they headed out. Syllith unfurled her
carpet on the walkway in front of the house. She sat down by the front edge, in
the center, and Khaldun took a seat at the rear. Syllith launched them high
into the sky, and shot off to the south. She slowed down as they approached the
barrier, and Khaldun opened a portal for them. They continued their course, flying
along the western side of the Mayne. Khaldun made them invisible. 


They flew for hours, both keeping an eye on the land below.
There were no significant troop encampments near the river in Roses. Khaldun
did spot a massive army camped on the plain south of Fosland City, but they didn’t
appear to be preparing for a river crossing. And there was also a dragon
perched on top of the Darkhold. Khaldun didn’t imagine Henry would be too happy
about that, but also wondered what had brought the beast so far southwest.


Syllith took them across the river and into Highgate.
Khaldun spotted the crystal tower sparling in the distance long before the rest
of the city came into view. Syllith took them in low over the keep, and Khaldun
saw a short, robed figure waiting for them on the roof. They landed, and Azure
walked over to greet them. 


“You knew we were coming?” Syllith asked, shaking the
sorcerer’s hand. 


“Of course,” he said with a grin. “Her Highness saw your
arrival in the looking glass several days ago. I’ve prepared your carpet,” he
added to Khaldun as he shook his hand. Khaldun spotted it rolled up by the
entry to the keep. “Care to take it for a ride?”


Syllith chuckled. “They say little transpires in Highgate
without the princess knowing about it. The adage seems true. We came here
primarily to ask if you could make a flying carpet for Khaldun.” 


“I have made two more that you may wish to take to Enigma,”
Azure replied. “He has made himself a new one, but they’ve been busy at the
watchtowers. There has been no time for him to prepare additional ones for
Semblant and Sage.” 


“Very well,” Syllith said with a nod. “I will take them
there once we finish here.” 


Khaldun unfurled his new carpet, sat down in the center, and
took off high into the sky. He flew a couple of giant circles around the city
before returning to the keep’s roof. 


“Is it to your liking?” Azure asked. 


“Very much so,” Khaldun said with a grin. “Thank you.” 


“It takes a few days to create one,” Azure told him. “The
spells are complex, and must be applied in layers. And to ensure the carpet’s
proper functioning, each spell must be repeated several times and given time to
settle into the material.” 


“Now I understand why Enigma hasn’t had time to create more
for his colleagues,” Khaldun said with a nod. 


“We should move inside,” Azure told them. “Princess Salerna
has been eagerly awaiting your arrival. There are urgent matters she wishes to
discuss with you.” 


Syllith shot Khaldun a puzzled look, then asked Azure,
“What’s going on?” 


“I will allow Her Highness to explain.” 


Khaldun rolled up his carpet and tucked it into the void. Azure
led them inside the keep and down to the conference room across from the great
hall. Princess Salerna was sitting alone at the head of the table. 


“Welcome to Highgate,” she said. “It’s good to see you both
again. But please, have a seat. There is much to discuss.” 


Azure took the seat to Salerna’s right, while Khaldun and
Syllith sat down to her left. 


“I was preparing to send Azure to find you at the
university,” Salerna told Syllith, “but then I foresaw your arrival here. I
will get right to the point. Henry has started amassing troops along the
western edge of the Mayne. We believe he is preparing to invade Greenfield,
Arthos, and Strom.” 


“But Your Highness, I surveyed those areas before coming
here,” said Syllith. “There were no troops anywhere near the river, except for
an army camped outside of Fosland City.” 


“Yes, that army numbers roughly ten thousand, but it will
not cross the Mayne,” Salerna replied. “Henry seems to have realized that he
cannot take Highgate. So, he has turned his attention to the university
instead. Once he sacks the lands on the eastern side of the river, he will have
your institution surrounded.” 


“But those were the only troops—” said Syllith, but Azure
cut her off. 


“They’re maintaining invisibility spells around a second army
day and night. We grew suspicious when the looking glass showed no wraiths with
the force that took Madison. I flew recon over the western side of the river in
Roses. At first, I neither saw nor sensed anything. But I moved in lower on the
return trip, and that’s when I felt their invisibility spell. It’s covering an
entire field. I stayed to observe for several hours, and during that time, many
more troops arrived, vanishing inside the spell. But no more than half a dozen
men at a time, so it doesn’t look like a significant troop movement.”


“But hiding a whole army that way must require an enormous
amount of power,” said Khaldun. “I’ve used the invisibility spell around a camp
of a dozen or so people, but I don’t think I could cover an area large enough
for an army.” 


“Nor could I,” said Azure. “But I detected something else.
There was some sort of shield spell in place at the field’s four corners. Each
small enough to protect one or two men. Or a horse and rider. But it wasn’t the
normal shield spell that repels magic. As I examined them, I realized they were
blotting out the sunlight.” 


“Sunlight?” Syllith replied with a puzzled look. “Could
those spells be protecting wraiths? Allowing them to work in daylight?” 


“That’s what we believe,” Azure confirmed. “I did feel a
sense of dread as I moved in close to them. Four wraiths, working together,
could probably keep an entire army cloaked beneath an invisibility spell.” 


“And after hearing Azure’s report, I foresaw Foslander
armies invading Arthos and Greenfield,” Salerna told them. “The troops amassing
in Roses will most likely head for Strom. They must have yet another army
preparing to cross the Mayne from Stiles or Madison.” 


“How could Henry have raised such a force so soon after
losing the battle here?” Khaldun asked. “He lost most of his army in that
campaign, didn’t he?” 


“Henry attacked Highgate with roughly forty thousand troops,”
said Azure. “We estimate that he lost over half his men by the time it was
over. But that still left him with somewhere between fifteen and twenty
thousand. And we believe he has been adding conscripts from his occupied
territories ever since.” 


“You must convince the rest of the council that the time for
neutrality has ended,” Salerna said to Syllith. “They must formally ally with
Highgate and Stoutwall against Fosland and send mages to Greenfield, Arthos,
and Strom. We will send military aid to Strom as well, but we do not possess
the resources to stem this tide alone.” 


“She’s right,” said Khaldun. “If Fosland conquers the
princedoms east of the river, then they’ll have the university surrounded.” 


“Have you foreseen an attack on the university?” Syllith
asked, her expression grave. 


“No, I have not,” Salerna replied with a frown. “The looking
glass will reveal nothing beyond the invasions of our northern neighbors.
Whatever might happen after that remains stubbornly veiled from my eyes.” 


“I’ve made some progress with a couple of the other
governors,” said Syllith. “Hopefully this news will help sway the others. But failing
that, the barrier around the university should keep Henry’s forces out.” 


“You cannot count on that,” Salerna told her. 


Syllith shook her head. “The spells cannot be canceled from
the outside. Every one of Henry’s mages together with their wraiths could not
hope to get through it.” 


“Yet it would require only one mage to take down the entire
barrier from within,” Salerna pointed out. 


Syllith didn’t respond for a moment. “Only a governor could
do that. Have you foreseen a traitor in their midst?” 


“The looking glass will no longer show me anything at the
university,” said Salerna. “This is only a suspicion. Intuition, perhaps. But
any mage could open a portal for Henry’s troops.” 


“Not one large enough to admit an army. Only a few people at
a time could pass through the barrier that way. The sorcerers on the council
can sense it when someone opens a portal, and if it were kept open that long,
they would take action to close it again.” 


“They modified the spells to keep Fosland’s mages out,” said
Khaldun. “Could they adjust them to keep out an army?” 


“No, that’s not quite right,” said Syllith. “The spells
don’t prevent specific people from passing through the barrier, only from
opening a portal.” 


“So, I could open a portal and let Dredmort through, but he
couldn’t open a portal himself?” 


“That’s correct,” said Syllith. “But I agree we must declare
war against Fosland and send mages to help repel the invasions. With your
leave, we will rest here tonight, then Khaldun can return to the university in
the morning to warn the others while I fly to the watchtower. After that, I
will return to the university and demand that the council take action.” 


“Of course,” Salerna said with a nod. “We have already
prepared chambers for the two of you. Make yourselves at home, and please join
my family for dinner this evening.” 


“We will, thank you,” Syllith replied. 


Khaldun left the room with Syllith, and they found a young
attendant waiting for them outside. He escorted them up to the second floor and
showed them to their rooms, which were located across the hall from each other.



Khaldun’s chambers were smaller than the ones he’d had last
time, but still included a separate washroom with a large tub. He went to the
window to find he had a view of the courtyard and the city beyond. 


There was a knock at the door. He answered it to find
Syllith standing there. 


“We need to talk,” she said. 


Khaldun let her in, closing the door behind her. “What’s
wrong?” 


“Sit down, sorcerer,” she said, indicating the small table
near the windows. Khaldun took one of the chairs, and Syllith sat across from
him. 


The witch took a deep breath, then said, “I didn’t say
anything in front of the princess, but I fear her suspicions may come to
fruition.” 


“What are you talking about?” Khaldun asked, not sure what
she meant. 


Syllith hesitated for a moment, as if still debating whether
to continue or not. But finally, she held out her staff and cast the spells to
block sound and magical observation. Then she tipped her staff toward the table
and a black pyramid popped out of the void, sitting on the surface between
them. 


Khaldun was shocked. “This is the one from Spanbrook? You
told me Vision destroyed it!”


“I never took it to Vision,” she said with a sigh. “And I’ve
told no one else of its existence.” 


“So, what, have you been carrying this thing around with you
everywhere you go?” Khaldun was surprised he hadn’t sensed it on their way
here, but then again, he hadn’t been looking for anything. 


“No, of course not. There are too many sorcerers at the
university. I couldn’t risk them sensing that I had something tucked into the
void. So, I was keeping it concealed at Enigma’s house. But I didn’t feel safe
leaving it behind, so I took it with me here.” 


“Why didn’t you take it to Vision?” 


Syllith took a deep breath. “What I’m about to discuss with
you I have shared with no one else. I don’t know whom I can trust.” 


“You trust me, though?” 


Syllith nodded. “More than anyone else.” 


This revelation stunned Khaldun. “I don’t understand. Why me?”



“You interacted with Nyro using this thing. Yet still you
turned it over to me. I know how forcefully she must have tried to win you over
to her cause. Only someone true of heart could have resisted that.” 


“Myrddin did.” 


“Yes, and his loyalty to Spanbrook was unassailable. Yet even
he kept the artifact for himself. In turning it over, you have shown that your
loyalty extends beyond your own princedom.” 


“Well, I’m sure he must have revealed it to the prince and
followed his orders. Just like I told Jezebel. And she agreed that we
had to surrender it.” 


“In that case, I can trust you both. But I must insist that
you keep this conversation in the strictest of confidence. You can discuss it
with Jezebel if you wish, but nobody else must learn what I’m about to
divulge.” 


“All right,” Khaldun replied. “But you still haven’t told me
why you kept this thing. You felt the force of Nyro’s will as much as I did.
This is dangerous—you’re playing with fire.” 


“I know and I do not take it lightly. But after reading what
she wrote in that scroll, I had to investigate further.” 


“Investigate what?”


“She said that she’d foreseen more than one pathway to her
return.” 


“But you told me she was probably talking about there being
more than one person who might discover what she’d left in Spanbrook.” 


“Yes, but the more I thought about it, the more I worried
that we might be missing something.” Syllith took a deep breath. “I’ve long
suspected that one of the governors was experimenting with necromancy. And in
so doing, they might seek to bring Nyro back.” 


“You mentioned this back at Spanbrook,” said Khaldun. “But
you told us that the rumors were untrue. You still suspect someone?” 


Syllith opened her mouth to reply, but then thought better
of it, shaking her head. 


“Tell me who it is,” said Khaldun. “I can help you keep an
eye on them.” 


Syllith remained silent for a moment, and seemed to be
debating something with herself. Finally, she said, “There were rumors, many
years ago, that Semblant was collecting forbidden knowledge pertaining to
necromancy. I worried that he might try raising Nyro. So, I tailed him.” 


“But you didn’t catch him doing anything wrong,” Khaldun
said. 


“No. I let it go after that.” 


“So, what’s roused your suspicions this time?” 


Syllith took a deep breath. “Nyro. I took the artifact to
the university intending to bring it straight to Vision to be destroyed. But
her words were nagging at me, coupled with those old rumors. So, when I reached
Enigma’s house, I opened the portal and interrogated Nyro. Of course, she tried
to entice me to free her.” 


“But you’re not a sorcerer. You can’t.” 


“No, but she knew I was a governor. She tried to convince me
to remove the protective barrier around the university.” 


“To what end? She can’t escape Pytha…” 


“No, but don’t forget, it’s almost certain that Dredmort
would have used the first artifact to contact Nyro. They must be in league with
each other somehow.” 


“So, if she could get you to eliminate the barrier, then
Henry’s forces could march right in and take one of the sorcerers,” Khaldun said.



“Yes, precisely.” 


“But she must realize that you’d never turn traitor,” said
Khaldun. 


“Nyro promised me something in return if I vowed to help her.
Reading my thoughts, she knew that I’d inherited magic from both of my parents.
And that I always wished I could become a sorcerer. She even knew that Allure
told me ages ago that I didn’t have the metamorphosis in me.” 


“Then I don’t follow. What did she promise you?” 


“She told me that once she was free, she could trigger my
transformation.” 


“But that’s impossible. She must be lying.” 


“I would tend to agree. But it’s Nyro, so who knows? She
achieved power far beyond any other mage in recorded history. Perhaps she could
make me a sorcerer. Or, maybe she’s simply manipulating me. It hardly matters.
I pretended to go along with it.” 


“For what purpose?” 


“To find out what else she’s got up her sleeve. And sure
enough, she revealed some of the other pathways to freedom she foresaw. Nyro
told me that there’s a traitor at the university. But she wouldn’t identify
them. And she also divulged that there’s a cult working to liberate her from
somewhere in Shifar. But she won’t tell me its location.” 


“Why would she tell you all of that?” 


“She didn’t at first—it was only after we’d spoken a few
times. Like I said, I pretended to be considering her offer. It was an easy
lie—I have always wanted to become a sorcerer. So, I told her that I’d
go along with her if she included me in her plans. Nyro threatened me—she told
me that she’s made contact with the traitor at the university, and that if I
didn’t help her, they would. She claimed that that person is already in league
with Henry. And she said that she’d reveal my identity to them if I refused
her. 


“So, I continued to play along. And I got her to tell me
about the cult. She said they’re operating out of a place called the Temple of
the Goddess, somewhere at the foot of the southern Anthars. But I think she
sensed the lie in me. She told me I’d need to bring a sorcerer to the temple to
liberate her, even there, but so far, refuses to divulge the exact location.” 


“But maybe we could find it!” said Khaldun. “Surely Enigma
can undo whatever work they’ve done to free her!” 


“The southern Anthars stretch for thousands of
miles,” Syllith told him. “It could take years to find the temple. But I know
I’ve encountered a ‘Temple of the Goddess’ before in my research. I’ve been poring
over my records but I can’t put my finger on it.” 


Khaldun sat back in his chair and sighed. This was a lot to
take in. A wave of dread washed over him and he felt a sense of panic bubbling
up in his stomach. 


“So, what do we do?” 


“Exactly what I said to Salerna. I’ll fly to the watchtower
and deliver the carpets. Enigma already supports ending our neutrality, and
with this new information, we should be able to win over the other two.” 


“Semblant and Sage have resisted opposing Henry openly?”


“So far, they have, yes. But I’m also going to consult with
Enigma. Try to warn him about Semblant. There at the Pythan border, I worry
what he might do.” 


“Is he aware of the old rumors about him?” 


“Oh, he knows about them, but he dismissed them out
of hand. He trusts Semblant.” 


“Will you tell him what you’ve learned from Nyro? About
there being a traitor?” 


Syllith let out a long sigh. “No.” 


Khaldun was shocked. She would tell him all of this, but not
Enigma? “Don’t you trust him? He’s the one working to repair the wards
protecting Pytha. I can hardly believe he might be the traitor.” 


“No, I’m certain it’s not him. It’s not that. The trouble is
that he trusts the others too much. If I tell him about my conversations with
Nyro—or about this artifact—then he’d probably share the information with
Semblant. And I can’t risk that. If Semblant is the traitor, and he’s in
contact with Nyro, then I’m sure she’d make good on her threat and order him to
expose me as a traitor.” 


“But you’re not! If you explain everything to the other
governors—” 


“Explain that I used the artifact to communicate with Nyro
instead of turning it over to Vision to be destroyed? Hah. They’ve already removed
me from the council once. If they were to find out about this, they’d probably
imprison me this time.


“No, we can’t tell anyone about the artifact. Once I’ve
exhausted it as a resource, I will hand it over to Vision to be
destroyed. In the meantime, I’ll go to the watchtower, and I need you to return
to the university. Find Warhammer. Tell him what we learned from Salerna about
Henry’s troops. He’s one of the ones I’ve been able to convince that we must
terminate our neutrality and openly resist Henry.” 


“Where would I find Warhammer?” 


“He lives in the house directly behind Enigma’s, on the next
lane. If he’s not there, you can check the big lecture hall in the right-end
building at the front of the quad. That’s where he teaches. Otherwise, try the
pasture out by the stables. He practices there at least once a day.” 


“Practices what?” 


“Warhammer’s not just his name. That’s the weapon he wields.
He trains with it to keep his skills sharp.


“But also, you’ll need to take the artifact with you. I
don’t want to bring it anywhere near Pytha. Return it to Enigma’s house before
you go to Warhammer. There’s a hidden cavity in the bricks above the library
fireplace. Put it in there and tuck it into the void.” 


“All right,” Khaldun agreed with a nod. 


“And before you go the university, I’d like you to take a
look along the riverside in Stiles and Madison,” Syllith added. “Azure found
the troops in Roses himself. But it would be best to corroborate what Salerna
saw in the looking glass. The visions she sees aren’t always reliable.” 


“What about Enigma?” asked Khaldun. “I thought he was able
to see the future, too? He hasn’t foreseen Henry’s invasions?”  


“All of the older sorcerers have prophetic visions from time
to time. But it’s not typically something they can control. They usually come
to them in dreams. It sounds like Nyro achieved more direct control of her
visions.


“Enigma hasn’t seen anything about Henry’s invasions or a
traitor at the university. But the things he foresees are usually events in which
he has a direct hand.” 


“So, he foresaw my assignment to Spanbrook because he was
going to be the one who had to perform my rite of binding,” said Khaldun. 


“Yes, exactly,” Syllith confirmed. “And Khaldun, remember
what I said. Discuss this with no one else. Tell only Warhammer about Salerna’s
information and reveal to no one what I’ve divulged to you here.
Particularly Allure.” 


“Allure? I thought you had Semblant pegged as the traitor?” 


“He’s my chief suspect, yes. But… I don’t know. There’s
something odd going on with Allure, too. She seems to know things that she
shouldn’t. Perhaps she and Semblant are in league with each other. They are
lovers, so that would make sense. I’ve raised my concerns about her with
Enigma, but he assures me that she’s completely trustworthy. Sometimes I almost
wonder if Enigma’s involved with her somehow, too…” 


“You think they’re having an affair?” 


Syllith chuckled. “No, nothing like that. Enigma’s free to
take other lovers—we both are. He’d tell me about it if that were the case. But
I get the feeling there’s something else going on. I’ve walked in on
conversations between those two where they stopped talking the moment I arrived.
But I’ve overheard little snippets…” 


“But you’ve already said you don’t suspect him of being a
traitor.” 


“No, it’s not that. It seems like there might be another
player involved somehow, operating behind the scenes. When I was a student,
there was this story about an old necromancer who used to teach at the
university in the days before the Pythan Empire. Her name was Shadow.
Allegedly, she died, but kept teaching.” 


“As a demon?” Khaldun asked with a grin.


“That was the story,” Syllith replied with a shrug. “Of
course, I figured that was only a legend. But now, I wonder. Sometimes I get
the sense that Allure and Semblant—and even Enigma, sometimes—are answering to
someone else. Some higher power.” 


Suddenly, Khaldun remembered something Jezebel had told him.
“You know, Jezebel mentioned something strange about Allure. She said that when
we went to the university looking for Enigma, she felt someone beckoning to her
from the woods in the middle of the night. She went out there, and ran into
Allure. But first, there was a glowing spark that turned into Allure. 


“And then she said that the spark turned up again in
Spanbrook, on Allison’s last night. But she said when it spoke to her, the
voice wasn’t Allure’s. Could that have been Shadow?” 


Syllith considered it for a moment, then rubbed her temples
with both hands. “I don’t know. I just don’t know. But I think there are things
going on that we don’t know about. And it’s impossible to know whom to trust.
So, for now, let’s focus on the task at hand. I’ll go to the watchtower. You
confirm Salerna’s suspicions, then alert Warhammer. I’ll return to the
university as soon as I can and try to persuade the entire council that we must
take action.” 


Khaldun nodded. “Sounds like a plan.” 


“Take care of that,” said Syllith, getting to her feet and
nodding to the artifact, “and then I’ll remove our protections.” 


With a wave of his hand, Khaldun tucked the pyramid into the
void, but then said, “I wanted to ask you about one more thing.” 


“What is it?” 


“Jezebel’s witch, Gemma, reassigned her line of succession,
so that if something happened to her, my bond wouldn’t pass to her
seven-year-old sister.” 


“That’s smart,” Syllith said with a nod. 


“But it made me realize that someone could abduct Jezebel,
perform that same spell to assign themselves as her heir, and then murder her.
My bond would then pass to them.” 


“Yes, but conjurnors are always rulers or university mages.
Either way, they’re well protected.” 


“That’s what Gemma said. But what about you and Enigma? You
embedded yourself in the Darkhold, for God’s sake. If you hadn’t escaped, they
could have used you to reassign Enigma’s bond to Henry.” 


“I know. But Henry would want to control Enigma, not kill
him—and they could never hope to capture Enigma. The university could have performed
the full rite to reassign his bond.”


“It was still risky,” said Khaldun.


Syllith sighed, then pulled something out of her robes and
placed it on the table. Looking closer, Khaldun saw that it was a small vial
with a black powder inside. “What is that?” 


“Poison. Four times the lethal dose. I had Enigma prepare it
for me before I ever went to Fosland. If they had caught me, I would have taken
it before Dredmort could force his potion down my throat. I would never
allow Enigma’s bond to pass to them.” 


Khaldun didn’t know how to respond. 


“Keep that to yourself, please. I’ve never shared it with
anyone else.” 


He met her gaze and nodded. Syllith put the vial away, then
canceled her protective spells. “I’ll see you at dinner, sorcerer,” she said
before leaving his chambers. 


 


 










Chapter Twelve: Lessons


 


Khaldun’s head was swimming with everything he’d learned
from Syllith. It seemed like Nyro had possessed the foresight to spin an
intricate web of deceit and potential escape routes centuries in advance. How
could they hope to combat this? No matter what they did next, it almost felt
like Nyro’s escape was inevitable. 


Was there really a traitor at the university? Or was that
merely a lie Nyro was using in her attempt to manipulate Syllith? And what
about this mysterious Shadow? What role did she play in all of this?


Khaldun took a walk around Highgate City to try and clear
his head, but still hadn’t managed to sort it out in his mind by the time he
returned to the castle. He found Syllith in her chambers and walked down to
dinner with her. 


Salerna and her lover, Jennifer, were there, as well as her
son, Prince Albert, his wife, Elsa, and their two children, and Azure.
Salerna’s staff had pulled out all the stops, laying out an enormous feast for
them, that included almost a dozen courses. Khaldun ate until he was stuffed,
and then ate some more, washing it all down with many goblets of wine. 


By the time the evening was over, Khaldun felt quite drunk.
He walked back upstairs with Syllith and sat up late with her in her chambers,
rehashing their earlier conversation. But in the end, it felt like they were talking
in circles around the questions without coming closer to any answers. 


Khaldun slept uneasily that night. He kept having dreams
about Nyro rising again and conquering the entire continent. Syllith banged on
his door at dawn to wake him up. Khaldun wished he could have slept a few more
hours. But they both had work to do. 


They joined Salerna and Jennifer for breakfast, then bade
the princess farewell. Azure escorted them up to the keep’s roof. Khaldun and
Syllith wished each other luck, then sat down on their carpets and launched
into the air, Khaldun flying north, and Syllith southeast. 


Khaldun followed the river the entire time. Azure had
already found Henry’s hidden troops in Roses, so there was no need to go there.
Khaldun passed high over the university, then made himself invisible as he went
into a dive over Stiles. 


Sure enough, once he’d reached lower altitudes, he sensed an
invisibility spell hiding an enormous area near the river—a field large enough
to accommodate an army. At each of the area’s four corners, he felt shield
spells concealing figures who had to be wraiths. The spell muted it, but he
still felt a sense of dread as he flew near them. The shields were similar to
the one Syllith had taught him, but not identical. Azure was right: they felt
like they were blocking sunlight instead of magic. 


Khaldun flew directly over the riverside, and detected
another invisibility spell north of the ferry landing. He didn’t know what it
might be concealing, but there was no way they could get that entire army
across the river by ferry. Khaldun suspected they probably had barges or
temporary bridges ready to go. 


Flying farther north, Khaldun sensed another massive
invisibility spell covering a field near the bridge in southern Madison. And at
three of the four corners, he felt the same shield spells he’d found in Stiles.
There wasn’t one at the fourth corner, but they only had eleven wraiths. They
had to be using a mage to assist at this location. Three armies—in Roses,
Stiles, and Madison—each with invisibility spells concealing their activities. 


Salerna was right. 


Khaldun flew straight to the university at top speed. Landing
in front of Enigma’s house, he rolled up the carpet and left it inside by the front
door, then ran up the steps to the library. Sure enough, there was an illusion
spell hiding a cavity in the bricks above the fireplace. Khaldun hadn’t sensed
it when he was here with Jezebel; there must not have been an active spell in
place at that time. Khaldun removed the pyramid from the void, then placed it
in the opening and tucked it back into oblivion before restoring the illusion
of a solid brick wall. 


Heading back outside, he ran over to the house behind
Enigma’s and knocked on the door a few times, but there was no answer. So, he
hurried to the quad and went into the building at the eastern end. But the
lecture hall was empty. Leaving the building, Khaldun headed out to the
pastures behind the quad. 


Sure enough, Warhammer was there, doing some sort of
exercise routine with a massive, long-handled hammer. He was hitting various
stances while spinning the weapon around him, striking invisible opponents with
its huge head. Khaldun had never seen such a weapon before, but knew that it
would probably shatter a man’s skull in one shot.


Khaldun strode into the pasture, not wanting to get too
close. But Warhammer spotted him, and stopped what he was doing. 


“Khaldun, is it?” he asked, walking over to him and hoisting
the weapon over one shoulder. 


“Yes, sir. Syllith sent me to find you.” He told him what
they’d learned from Salerna, and what he’d seen for himself in Stiles and
Madison. Warhammer listened intently, his expression grave. “Syllith wants to
use this news to convince the rest of the governors that it’s time to take
sides against Fosland.” 


“It’s past time, I’m afraid,” Warhammer replied. “We
need to declare war on that son of a bitch. We’ll need to call a council
meeting right away. When is Syllith coming back?” 


“Tomorrow, I believe. She was heading to the watchtower to
consult with Enigma first.” 


“They’ve got mirrors, don’t they?” 


“I assume so, but she was delivering a couple of carpets,
too. And I think she wanted to see him in person.” 


Warhammer nodded. “It’ll take her the whole day to fly back
here tomorrow. I’ll arrange to hold a council meeting the following morning.
I’d like you to join us. Your firsthand testimony could help sway the others.” 


“I’ll be there.” 


Khaldun left the pasture. He wanted to contact Jezebel right
away, but given the subject matter, had to make certain no one else could
overhear. So, he hurried back to Enigma’s house. Once inside the library, he
surrounded himself with protective spells to block sound and magical
observation, then pulled out his mirror and contacted Jezebel. 


It took a minute, but Jezebel’s face finally appeared in the
glass. Khaldun told her what was going on with Henry and what Syllith had told
him about Nyro. 


“I’ve been gone too long already,” he concluded, “but I
wanted to apprise you of the situation here before returning to Spanbrook.” 


“No, no—you stay where you are,” she said, her voice full of
concern. “Everything is fine here. We’ve had no further trouble from Reuben. My
coronation went off without a hitch, and our other neighbors are on board with
the plans for a mutual defense treaty and hiring the Eagle Company. So now,
we’re just waiting for our messenger to return from southern Maeda, and then
we’ll send an envoy to negotiate a contract with them. And in the meantime,
Badrick’s already started raising our army.


“We’ve still got Gemma and Camilla, and I can assist, too,
if anything happens that requires a magical response. And now that you’ve got a
carpet, you could get here in no time if we need you. Stay there and assist in
the fight against Henry. And keep me posted, please.” 


“I will,” he assured her. “The horses we took are still
here, but I shouldn’t need them now that I’ve got the carpet. If I tuck them
into the void, I can fly them back to Spanbrook.” 


“That would be terrific when you get a chance,” she replied.
“But it’s certainly not urgent.” 


They chatted for a few more minutes about Allison and Mira,
and Jezebel told him that the healer had confirmed she was pregnant. Finally,
Khaldun bade her farewell, then pocketed his mirror and canceled the protective
spells. 


It was getting late, so he headed over to the dorm to find
Mira and see if she wanted to join him for dinner. But a moment later, he felt
the mirror tingling his senses. He pulled it out, suspecting that Jezebel had
something more she wanted to tell him, but instead, found Syllith staring back
at him. 


She told him that she’d reached the watchtower and asked how
everything had gone on his end. He let her know what he’d found in Stiles and
Madison and told her that Warhammer was arranging the council meeting. Once they’d
said farewell, he pocketed the mirror and ran into Mira and Allison as they
were exiting the dormitory building. They were already heading to the dining
hall, so he accompanied them. 


Mira told him that she’d had her first lesson with Allure.
With the sorcerer’s help, she’d been able to expand her null to a diameter of
more than forty feet. It was draining, so she wasn’t able to hold it for very
long, but that was nearly twice as large as she’d been able to make it when
they crossed the barrier. But she hadn’t been able to contract it any smaller
than normal. Allure had also given her instruction in closing her channels of
power, but Mira hadn’t had any success with that. 


Khaldun told them that he’d be remaining at the university
indefinitely to help with the unfolding conflict with Henry. They both questioned
him about that, and he told them only about Fosland’s activities, without
divulging anything he’d learned about Nyro or the other sorcerers. Mira was
thrilled that he’d be staying, but anxious about the looming war. 


After dinner, Khaldun went back to their room with them.
Allison had procured a case of mead form somewhere, so the three of them sat up
late drinking and chatting. 


“You’re lucky,” Allison said to Khaldun. “Despite being
bound to Jezebel, you get to come and go as you please.” 


“Not exactly,” said Khaldun. “I’m only able to remain here
with Her Highness’s permission. And she only allowed it because of everything
going on here. Once the conflict with Henry is resolved, I’ll have no choice
but to return to Spanbrook.” 


Allison finished her mead and uncorked another bottle.
“Still. I’m stuck here, and nobody will give me permission to visit Spanbrook.
And I’m worthless as a mage. I can barely do magic at all.” 


“At least you’ll learn in time,” Mira pointed out. “I’ll never
be able to do magic, yet I’m still required to stay here, too.” 


“Your magic may not be the same as everyone else’s, but your
null makes you powerful—and valuable.” Allison took a long swig of her mead. “I
would do anything to escape my bond and return to Spanbrook.” 


“But that’s impossible,” Khaldun pointed out. “Your bond
will hold unless your conjurnor and all her heirs die. That’s the only way
out.” 


Allison shrugged, but didn’t reply. 


“You wouldn’t murder Dana, would you?” Mira said, looking
aghast. 


“No, of course not,” Allison replied quickly. “But it’s not right
for them to keep us against our will like this. What about Nyro? She escaped
her bond, didn’t she?” 


“Not even she was powerful enough to do that,” said Khaldun.
“She reversed it. But no other mage has ever figured out how to do that.
It’s best to accept our lot; there’s no way to change it.” 


“I’ll never accept it,” Allison insisted. “Do you know that
I had no idea what the rite of binding would involve? Jezebel didn’t warn me
before I left Spanbrook. It was Sage who finally told me that she’d have to
kill me to tether my soul to Dana, then resurrect me. But that was only moments
before she began the rite.” 


“It’s barbaric,” Mira said, shaking her head. “At least
Khaldun warned me about it ahead of time.” 


“I’ll never forgive them for keeping me in the dark like
that.” 


“You can’t blame Jezebel,” said Khaldun. “You’d only just
found out that they were taking you away from Spanbrook, and she couldn’t bear
to add to your despair. The princess loves you more than anything.” 


“She told me,” Allison replied. “And I’ve forgiven her,
but never the governors.” 


The conversation turned to more pleasant topics, but
finally, they started growing sleepy, and Khaldun got up to leave. But Mira
invited him to spend the night, and Allison didn’t object. So, once Allison had
climbed into the top bunk, Khaldun removed his robes and got into bed with
Mira. 


They lay quietly, holding each other and kissing, until they
thought Allison had drifted off, then they made love. But then Allison said, “I
can hear you two down there.” 


Mira and Khaldun froze for a moment, but then Mira broke
down in a fit of giggles. “I’m sorry,” she said once she’d calmed down. 


“I don’t mind. Just try to keep the moaning down. I’ve got
an early class in the morning.” 


Mira giggled again, but then did her best to stay quieter. They
drifted off to sleep after that, and Allison had already left by the time they
woke up. 


 But Mira had another lesson with Allure, so she had to
hurry up and get ready. Khaldun asked if he could observe, and Mira said she
was sure Allure wouldn’t mind. So, once she was ready, Khaldun left the dorm
with her. 


“Allison still seems pretty angry about being forced to come
here,” Khaldun observed as they walked. 


“Yes,” Mira agreed. “But it’s not only that. She’s still
quite upset about what happened with Nomad and the demon.” 


“The rape, you mean?” 


“And the haunting. She has regular nightmares about it all.
Only a couple of nights ago, she woke up from a dream screaming about a demon
in the room. I’m worried about her, Khaldun.” 


They reached the front of the quad to find Allure leaning
against a tree across from the main administrative building. As they drew
closer, Khaldun realized she was holding an apple and talking to herself—or to
the apple. Then, she even chuckled to herself, as if she hadn’t noticed their
arrival. Khaldun found himself growing concerned, but suddenly Allison appeared
out of nowhere, standing directly in front of Allure, and startling Mira and
him. 


“Can you believe it?” Allison asked, jumping up and down
with excitement. “Allure taught me the invisibility spell, and I can do it!”



Khaldun chuckled. “I should have realized you were here. It
looked like Allure was talking to herself, so I didn’t notice the magic right
there in front of her.” 


“I do talk to myself now and then,” Allure said,
shooting him a sultry look, “but not this time.” 


“Wait, I thought you had a class this morning?” Mira asked
Allison. 


“I did, but when I got there, I found Allure waiting for
me,” she said with a shrug. “She let the professor know she’d be training me
privately today.” 


“It was only her history of magic class,” Allure added.
“Pure tedium. Anyway, we’re going to try one more thing before I let you go.”
Allure held out the apple in one hand, then, waving her other hand above it,
tucked it into oblivion. “Bring it back,” she said to Allison.


“But I don’t understand. Did you make it invisible?” 


“You tell me. Did I?” Allure asked, locking eyes with
Allison. 


Allison reached out and touched Allure’s still-outstretched
hand. “No. There’s nothing there. What did you do with it?” 


“Reach out with your senses,” Allure told her. “Do you feel
anything?” 


Allison held her hand several inches above Allure’s, her
brow furrowed in concentration. “Yes… Now that you mention it. It’s strange. I
feel a tingling sensation.” 


“That’s the magic. Now, focus on that, and bring the apple
back.”


“Back from where? I don’t understand.” 


“I’ve tucked it into the void. It’s right there in my hand,
but not in our world. Think of it as hiding behind an invisible curtain. Reach
inside and bring it back.” 


Allison renewed her concentration, and suddenly, the apple
reappeared in Allure’s hand. She squealed with delight. 


“Very good,” Allure said, taking a bite of the apple and
locking eyes with Khaldun. 


“But I don’t understand,” said Mira. “She was telling me how
much trouble she was having with the basic forces. How was she able to do this
so fast?” 


“Most people have to learn to walk before they run,” Allure
said, “but Her Former Highness isn’t like most people. She transformed without
ever having done magic before. I had a feeling that perhaps the magical force
would come easier to her. It would seem that I was right.” She took another
bite of her apple. 


“Before you finish that, can I try moving it back into the
void?” asked Allison. 


Allure held out the apple in her hand again and said, “Go
ahead.” 


Allison focused for a moment, then held her hand over
Allure’s. The apple vanished and Allison beamed around at them. 


“That’s quite impressive,” said Mira. 


“And now you need to practice as much as you can,” said
Allure, bringing the apple back once more. “Use the invisibility spell on
yourself and objects around you and move things in and out of the void. Doing
it as often as you can will help build your power. But now it’s time for Mira’s
lesson.” 


“Thank you,” said Allison. “I promise I’ll practice!” She
bade farewell to Mira and Khaldun, then departed. 


Allure spent the next twenty minutes helping Mira grow her
null larger. She positioned herself about twenty feet away and called a small
flame in the palm of one hand. Then she instructed Mira to put it out by
expanding her null. Mira was able to do it immediately. Allure moved farther
away, and then they repeated the exercise. But once Allure moved more than
fifty feet away, Mira was not able to grow her null large enough. 


“I just can’t make it that big,” she said, sighing in
frustration after her third attempt. 


“You’re still making great progress,” Allure assured her as
she walked back to her. “You’ve increased your null to about a hundred feet in
diameter after only a couple of practice sessions. Keep working on it, and
you’ll be nullifying entire battlefields in no time.” 


“That could come in quite handy,” Khaldun said with a grin. 


“Sure would,” Allure agreed. “But we should try closing your
channels of power again.” 


“I practiced what you taught me, but I couldn’t get it to
work,” Mira told her. 


“It’s going to be tough for you,” Allure replied. “And
unfortunately, it’s probably going to be a waste of time.” 


“Why?” asked Khaldun. 


“The only reason for her to do this is the rite of binding,”
said Allure. “And I don’t believe it’s going to help with that.”


“No? Syllith seems pretty convinced that it will.” 


“As do most of the others. But I’m not so sure. The thing
is, closing her channels of power most likely will stop her null from
extending into the world around her. But she was impervious to magic even
before her transformation, and I don’t see how closing her channels would change
that.” 


“Syllith mentioned that most sorcerers can close their
channels,” said Khaldun. “Is that true?” 


“As far as I know,” said Allure. “I haven’t taken a survey
or anything, but all the sorcerers I know can do it.” 


“What purpose does it serve for the rest of us?” 


“It’s not terribly useful, to be honest. Primarily it would
be helpful in preventing demonic possession. The demon can’t enter your body if
your channels are closed. But you also can’t do magic that way. So, I guess if
you ever found yourself surrounded by demons, it might be a good skill to have.
But otherwise…” She finished with a shrug. 


“Can a demon possess me?” asked Mira. “Or would my null
prevent that?” 


“That’s a good question, and I’m afraid I can’t say for
sure,” said Allure. “But demons use magic just like we do. They need it to pass
between the spectral plane and our world and to possess or exit a human body.
Which means they should not be able to do any of those things inside your
null.” 


“So, a demon wouldn’t be able to possess me or anyone else
inside my null?” asked Mira. 


“I believe that must be the case,” Allure confirmed. 


“But if a demon moved into her null, it would be stuck in
our world until it left again?” asked Khaldun. “And if it had possessed
someone, it would be stuck in that body as long as it was inside her null?” 


“Yes,” Allure replied. “But don’t forget, this is all
hypothetical. No magical null has ever transformed into a sorcerer before. So,
I can only tell you what magical theory says would happen. Unless Mira tests
any of this, it’s impossible to be certain.” 


“So, there’s no need for Mira wear a ring like this,”
Khaldun observed, holding up his hand to show his. He’d inherited it from
Nomad, and knew that it helped protect him from demonic possession.


“I would think not,” Allure replied. “A sorcerer’s power
shines like a beacon in the spirit realm and attracts demons like moths to a
flame. The rings hide that light. But without a normal sorcerer’s power, she’s
already invisible to them.” 


“Thank the stars,” Mira muttered. “But my null would prevent
it from possessing me regardless.” 


Allure nodded. 


“Could you teach me to close my channels of power?” Khaldun
asked Allure. 


“Sure. It’ll probably take a while to get it, though. Go
ahead and call fire.” Khaldun held out his hand and produced a small flame.
“Now I want you to focus on the power flowing through your body and into that spell.
Can you feel it?” 


Khaldun focused for a moment. At first, he couldn’t sense
anything. But then, he noticed a slight tingling feeling—it was the same
sensation he’d felt when detecting the hidden cavity in the wall back in
Spanbrook, only it was moving through his body. “Yes, I think I do.” 


“Good. Now, I want you to imagine that it’s like breathing.
Except that instead of the air moving in and out of your lungs, it’s a constant
flow of power from your body into the flame.” 


Khaldun nodded. “All right.” 


“Closing your channels of power will be like holding your
breath. Just arrest the flow.” 


Khaldun focused on the sensation of energy moving through
him and willed it to stop. The flame disappeared. 


“Was that it?” he asked. 


“Only you can answer that,” said Allure. “Did you simply put
out the flame, like you normally would, or did you close your channels?” 


“I think I closed them,” he replied uncertainly. 


“Try this. Focus on keeping the flow of power at a
standstill, but then call a flame at the same time.” 


Khaldun tried it. He kept the energy still within his body
while trying to call fire again. Nothing happened. “I’m pretty sure I’ve got
it!” 


Allure nodded appreciatively. “That was fast. Most sorcerers
take a few weeks to get that down.” 


“This is so unfair,” Mira said with a grin. “Why
can’t I learn to do this so easily?” 


“Because you can’t do magic,” said Allure. “The exercise I
just taught Khaldun is the way every sorcerer learns to do this. But you don’t
have any power flowing through your channels in the first place, so there’s
nothing to focus on.” 


“What if she tries shrinking her null instead of growing
it?” Khaldun asked. “If she shrinks it down to nothing, then maybe that would close
her channels.” 


“That’s what I was thinking, but we tried that yesterday and
it didn’t work,” Allure said with a shrug. 


“Here’s what I don’t understand,” said Mira. “You said that
there isn’t any power flowing through me, but that doesn’t sound right. Before
my transformation, I was still able to cancel other people’s magic. And to do
that, I had to cast a spell of my own, but it was always cancelation. So,
doesn’t that mean I was projecting something into the world around me?” 


Allure frowned in concentration. “I guess you’re probably
right. It’s difficult because none of us have ever experienced this before. But
yes, I suppose you could say your power is there, but it’s the opposite of what
other mages possess. They’re casting light while you’re projecting shadow.” 


“All right, so maybe we’ve been going about this the wrong
way,” Mira suggested. “What if instead of using my null, I cancel a spell the
normal way. Whether the power is positive or negative, I should still be able
to feel it moving through my channels, right?” 


Allure nodded. “You might be on to something. Khaldun, I
want you to call an enormous tower of flame. Mira’s going to cancel it, but I
want you to continue pouring energy into the spell. Mira, you’re going to put
out the fire, but you’re going to keep doing it and try to sense the energy
flowing through your body. Are you ready?” They both nodded. “Do it.” 


Khaldun held out one hand and called fire, creating a
towering inferno. Mira canceled it, but the flames erupted back to life moments
later. Mira put it out again, this time holding out her hand and prolonging her
spell. Khaldun kept channeling energy into the spell, but couldn’t get the fire
to return. 


“Good, that’s it,” said Allure. “Now, Mira, can you feel
anything?” 


“Yes,” she said, her brow furrowed in concentration.
“There’s a tingling sensation moving through me.” 


“Focus on that and try to stop the flow,” Allure told her. 


Mira grunted with the effort, and suddenly Khaldun’s inferno
reignited.


“Now hold it,” said Allure. She moved to Mira’s side, right
up against her, and held out one hand. A small flame sprang to life in her
palm. “You did it! Your null is gone!” 


Mira lost her focus, and Allure’s spell disappeared. 


“That was it?” she asked. “I closed my channels of power?” 


“I’m pretty sure you did,” Allure said. “But now we need to
determine if magic works on you in that state. Let’s try it again, exactly the
same way. But Mira, I want you to hold it as long as you can this time. And
Khaldun, if you see my flame when I’m standing right next to her again, I want
you to try hitting her with a simple spell. Try calling air and see if you can
lift her off the ground.” 


They repeated the exercise. Khaldun created another pillar
of flame, and Mira canceled it. The two of them continued pouring power into
their spells, until Mira closed her channels again. Allure pressed herself
against her and called a flame.


“Now, Khaldun,” she said. 


Khaldun called air and tried to lift Mira off the ground.
Nothing happened. He tried again, but Mira didn’t move. He cast the spell on
Allure instead, and she floated a few feet into the air. 


“I can’t do it,” he said, returning Allure to the earth.
“The spell wouldn’t work on her.” 


“As I suspected,” Allure replied with a grin. “That’s it, my
lady. No binding for you.” 


Khaldun felt his heart soar. Maybe this meant they’d let
Mira return with him to Spanbrook… 


Mira smiled from ear to ear. “So, magic doesn’t work on me,
regardless of whether my channels of power are closed or not?” 


“That would seem to be the case,” said Allure. “And now we
can stop wasting our time on this silliness. I’ll let the others know in our
council meeting tomorrow.” 


 


 










Chapter Thirteen: The Council


 


Allure wrapped up Mira’s lesson for the day. But they
realized that a crowd of students had gathered to watch them work. 


“Show’s over, boys and girls,” Allure told them as she went
on her way. “Get back to class.” 


Mira wanted to practice more, but not in front of everyone.
So, Khaldun took her to the pastures behind the quad. They spent a couple of
hours working on Mira’s newfound abilities. She was able to expand her null to
over two hundred feet in diameter and managed to close her channels of power
repeatedly. She couldn’t keep them closed very long—only a few seconds at a
time. But by the time they were done, she could close them at will, without
having to cast an active cancellation spell to do it. 


They were both famished, so they went to the dining hall for
lunch. It was crowded, but they found a couple of empty seats at the end of one
table. 


“This is so exciting,” Mira said as they sat down. “If they
can’t bind me, then there’s no reason for them to keep me here—Dredmort
wouldn’t be able to bind me, either. So, I should be able to return to
Spanbrook with you!” 


“My thought exactly,” Khaldun said with a grin. “But let’s
not get our hopes up just yet. They’ll still want to prevent you from falling
into Henry’s hands. You’re a powerful sorcerer—now more than ever—and I’m sure
Dredmort could think of other ways to force you into service, even though you
can’t be bound.” 


“But that’s the thing—I’d be far safer in Spanbrook at this
point. Fosland might have the university surrounded soon. But it’ll take him
ages to conquer the rest of Maeda. And he’s sure to do that before going after
Dorshire.” 


“That’s a fair point,” Khaldun acknowledged. “We’ll have to
see what the governors say tomorrow.” 


After lunch, Khaldun tried contacting Syllith with his
mirror, but couldn’t reach her. He figured she was probably on her way back
from the watchtower and would need her full concentration to fly her carpet. He
went to Mira’s dorm with her, and they found Allison and Dana in the room. The
four of them chatted for a while, but then Khaldun felt someone reaching out to
him through the mirror. He excused himself, then moved into the corridor to
find Syllith’s face in the glass. 


“I felt you trying to contact me,” she said. “Is everything
all right?” 


“Yes, I was just checking in.” 


“I’m on my way; I’m about halfway across the Forsaken Hills.
I stopped to get some rest, but I should be there tonight. Meet me at Enigma’s.
I’ve got some things to discuss with you.” 


“Will do. Safe travels.” 


After dinner, Khaldun let Mira know he’d be staying at
Enigma’s that night. So, he kissed her goodnight, and she headed back to the
dorm with Allison. Khaldun retired to the mansion, and sat down in the library
to read a book. But he must have drifted off, because he started awake to find
Syllith grinning down at him. 


“What time is it,” he asked with a groan, sitting up in the
chair and rubbing the sleep out of his eyes. Syllith had lit a couple of oil
lamps to provide some light. 


“Almost midnight,” she said, sitting in the adjacent chair
and yawning. “That trip was exhausting, but I wanted to make sure I was here
for the council meeting tomorrow.” 


“How did it go at the watchtower?” 


“About as expected,” she said with a sigh. “I told the three
of them about Fosland’s military activities, and they agreed that it’s time to
take sides.” 


“All of them? Even Semblant?” 


“Yes,” she said with a shrug. 


“I would think if he were the traitor, he’d push for
maintaining neutrality. Make things as easy for Henry as possible.” 


“Perhaps. But I think the situation has grown so dire that
none of the governors could reasonably defend that position anymore.” 


“Maybe it would have been best not to reveal the news to
him. Semblant could tell Henry that we’re on to him.” 


“No, Semblant’s still a governor. Unless we can prove
treason, then we have no right to keep the information from him. In any event,
the three of them signed a declaration supporting open resistance to Fosland.
I’ll present that to the council tomorrow, since they won’t be there in
person.” 


“Did you get a chance to discuss your concerns about
Semblant with Enigma?” 


“I did. We spoke privately when the other two were out
working on the wards. And Enigma once again dismissed my warnings out of hand.
I’m more convinced than ever that he’s hiding something from me. He’s the most
intelligent and perceptive person I know, yet he refuses to consider the possibility
that Semblant is up to no good.” 


This gave Khaldun an uneasy feeling. “Listen, I don’t know
Enigma nearly as well as you do… but how can you be so certain he’s
trustworthy? I mean, as grateful as I am that he bound me to Aldo, even though
the council never would have permitted it, that shows a certain moral
flexibility, doesn’t it?” 


Syllith shook her head. “No. He foresaw Myrddin’s downfall.
The council would have approved your assignment there if they had that
information. Without question. Your presence in Spanbrook is critical to maintaining
stability in that region. 


“But not only that, consider the work he’s doing at the
watchtowers. If he wanted to liberate Nyro, why would he be going to such
lengths to reinforce the wards?” 


“Are you sure that’s what he’s doing? He could be helping weaken
them and we’d have no way to know it.” 


“I was there. Watching them work. I was concerned about
Semblant, not Enigma, but all three of them were strengthening the protections.
Patching weak spots. And moreover, Enigma helped me destroy some of the lesser
demons. 


“No, Enigma has no interest in freeing Nyro. I can assure
you of that. There’s something else going on.” 


“I’ll have to take your word for it, then,” he said with a
nod. “Like I said, you know him far better than I do.” 


“Oh, I almost forgot,” she replied, getting to her feet.
“Come with me.” 


Syllith led him down to the basement. It was dark, but she
held out her staff and called fire, lighting several oil lamps around the
perimeter. Then, with a wave of her hand, a desk and several bookcases appeared
out of nowhere. They were empty, but with her next spell, she brought their
contents back from the void: dozens upon dozens of books and scrolls on the
shelves and stacks of documents on the desk. 


“What’s all this?” Khaldun asked. 


“My research,” said Syllith, moving to one of the bookcases.
After riffling through several journals for a few minutes, she moved to the
next bookcase. Finally, she found what she was looking for and brought the
volume to the desk. Sitting down in her chair, she scanned the pages, finally
stopping at an entry near the end. “Aha!” 


“What is it?” 


“Remember when I told you that I’d heard about a Temple of
the Goddess before?” Khaldun nodded. “It was gnawing at me, but I finally
recalled where it was on my way here. There’s a group of monks who run a temple
in Ulster. They practice Ohlam, which is the ancient religion practiced on most
of the continent prior to Nyro’s reign.” 


“I know that place,” said Khaldun. “Nyro wiped out their
religion, right? But those monks are trying to bring about a revival. We ran
into them when we were trying to take the first artifact to the university.
They took it from us and tried to use it to open a portal for one of their
gods!” 


“That’s the place,” Syllith said with a knowing grin. “I found
them when I was trying to track down one of the lesser Pythan demons. It ended
up being a dead end. But in my conversation with their leader, he told me about
a group that broke away from them to establish their own sect. They formed a
cult that worships Nyro. And they went to Shifar to establish a new
temple devoted to her.” 


“Called the Temple of the Goddess, I assume?” said Khaldun.
Syllith nodded. “You know, their leader told us that Nyro cast their gods out
of heaven.” 


“Yes, and according to the cult, Nyro must be the true god
if she could cast the old ones out like that. Blasphemy to the monks who still
practice Ohlam, of course.” 


“That’s both fascinating and terrifying, but how does it
help us?” 


“Their high priest knows the exact location of the Temple of
the Goddess. He told me he’s got a map in case he ever needs to go there. I
didn’t think anything of it at the time—just a bunch of fanatics, right? But
now we need that map!” 


“That place is in Ulster. It’s part of Henry’s territory,
now. Good luck getting there.” 


“I have no choice,” she said with a sigh. “Based on what
Nyro’s told me, the monks in Shifar are working on a way to liberate her. At
the very least, I need to see it for myself. Hopefully, Nyro’s lying, and we
won’t have to worry about it. But we can’t leave it to chance.” 


“When do we leave?” Khaldun asked with a grin. 


“We don’t. I can handle this myself. And it’ll have
to wait a little while. Assuming all the governors are on board with opposing
Henry, then it’s going to fall to you and me to ferry some of the other
sorcerers to the princedoms. Once that’s done, then I’ll head to Ulster.” 


They retired for the night. Khaldun woke at dawn and ate
breakfast in the dining room with Syllith. When it was time, they headed over
to the main administrative building for the council meeting. 


Unlike last time, the governors all sat around a large
conference table in the middle of the room. Khaldun took a seat next to
Syllith. Once everyone was ready, Madeline called the meeting to order and
nodded to Allure. She apprised the others of Mira’s breakthrough, and explained
that it would be impossible to bind her. 


“Perhaps she simply needs more practice,” one of the wizards
suggested. 


“I don’t think so,” said Allure. “The girl’s channels of
power were closed, yet magic still didn’t work on her. No matter how
much or how little she practices, closed is closed. The key is to remember that
magic didn’t work on her prior to her metamorphosis, either. She can stop her
null from extending into the world around her, but there’s no way to make magic
work on her.” 


“But if she practices—” the same wizard said, but Khaldun
cut him off. 


“We did practice, my lord. For two hours after the
lesson with Allure. Mira can close her channels of power at will now. But I
could not get any magic to work on her.” 


“Well, that settles the matter,” said Vision. “But it
changes nothing. The girl must still remain here. Our charter grants us sole
jurisdiction over every sorcerer and necromancer in Anoria. The girl’s unique
situation does not change that. And we cannot risk her falling into Henry’s
hands—now more than ever, I should think. She can’t be bound by anyone, us or
Dredmort, but I daresay Henry would find other ways to compel her into
service.” 


Even though Khaldun had made this same argument to Mira the
previous day, his heart still sunk hearing Vision make it. 


“I’m not sure I agree,” said Warhammer. “At this point, it
might be safer to send her back to Spanbrook. Henry’s nearly got us surrounded.
This Mira is the only unbound sorcerer we have here. And the bastard knows
about her already, from what I understand. If he manages to infiltrate our
borders, he’s sure to grab her.” 


“The problem is that there is no longer a safe route to
Spanbrook,” Syllith pointed out. “Because of her null, we can’t fly her out.
And she traveled through Madison on the way here, but Henry has since sacked
that princedom.”


“We could take her farther north,” Warhammer suggested. “Cross
the Mayne into Telbana and head west from there. Or, hell, take her to
Northcoast and sail to Rockport. Then to Spanbrook by barge.” 


“I’m afraid we have no one to spare for such a lengthy
journey. But this does bring us to the next matter,” said Madeline. “Syllith?” 


She told them about Henry’s armies gathered on the western
shores of the River Mayne in Roses, Stiles, and Madison. And about the spells
the wraiths were using to operate in daylight and hide the armies. 


“Fellow governors, we must declare war against Fosland.
There is precedent for this action. Whenever a princedom has attacked our
sacred institution, we have cast aside our neutrality and openly opposed them
to defend ourselves. Right now, as we speak, Henry is preparing to mount an
invasion of the eastern shore of the Mayne. If Greenfield, Arthos, and Strom
fall, then he will have us surrounded. We must act.” 


She placed a scroll on the table and slid it over to
Madeline, who unrolled and examined it. 


“I have apprised Enigma, Sage, and Semblant of the situation,”
Syllith continued, “and they have signed this declaration supporting whatever
action against Fosland we deem necessary and appropriate. We must dispatch
sorcerers to Greenfield, Arthos, and Strom as soon as possible. Princess
Salerna has already sent military aid to Strom.” 


“But if we know where Henry’s armies are now, why not attack
them first?” asked one of the witches. “Why wait until they attack?” 


“What purpose do you think that would serve?” Warhammer
demanded. 


“We could diminish their numbers. We would have the element
of surprise, would we not? I would think that working together, our sorcerers should
be able to inflict significant damage.” 


“You forget that Fosland has many mages in addition to their
wraiths. Undoubtedly, they’re bringing every witch and wizard in their service
to bear. And once we attack, there will be no reason for the wraiths to keep
their invisibility spells in place. Whoever we send would be facing at least
three or four mages in addition to the wraiths—not to mention an army.
We have no military force of our own. So, I’m not sure how much damage we’d be
able to do. They would overwhelm us through sheer force of numbers. 


“And if we attack, we would lose that element of
surprise. Doing so would almost certainly move up the timeline of their
invasion. Instead, we should use the extra time their ignorance affords us to
send our mages to the three territories in question. There may not be much
Arthos can do—a city that large and sprawling is almost indefensible. But the
castles in Greenfield and Strom should raise the largest fighting forces they
can, stockpile their supplies in preparation for a siege, and brace for the
attack.” 


“I agree,” said Vision. “Harassing their armies now gains us
next to nothing, but could cost us dearly. Warhammer’s plan is the best one.” 


Madeline called for a vote. The governors unanimously
supported openly resisting Henry. And they agreed to Warhammer’s plan. 


“We must also be careful not to leave the university
undefended,” Warhammer pointed out. “These invasions could represent nothing but
a distraction. If we send every fully qualified sorcerer to battle, Henry could
use the opportunity to infiltrate us here.” 


Several of the others voiced their agreement. 


“I have conferred with Warhammer, Vision, and Allure in
advance of our meeting,” Madeline told them. “And we suggest the following
assignments. Enigma, Sage, and Semblant will remain on the Pythan border to
continue their important work there. We will keep Warhammer and Allure here to
protect the university, along with the trainee sorcerers, Khaldun, Allison, and
Mira.” 


Syllith shot Khaldun a meaningful look at those words. But
he didn’t know what she found significant.


“Battleaxe and Cyclone will go to Arthos,” Madeline
continued. “It is our hope that with her military training, Battleaxe will be
able to confer with the city rulers and find some way to repel Fosland’s
forces, despite the lack of a city wall or castle. Vision and Mist will travel
to Greenfield. And we will send Spring and Intuit to the aid of Strom. 


“We will also be sending a complement of wizards and
witches, three to each location, which represents fully half of our regular
mages, excluding students. Finally, we must ask Syllith and Khaldun to provide
our people with transport using their carpets.” 


“Of course,” Syllith replied with a nod. 


“Thank you,” said Madeline. “We will notify our personnel of
their assignments, and give them the rest of the day to prepare. In addition,
Vision will prepare mirrors for all three of the remote teams so they can keep
us apprised of developments as they unfold. If the situation calls for it, we
can relocate people as necessary. Governor Syllith, can we begin transport
tomorrow morning?” 


“Yes,” she replied. 


“Very well. Are there any questions?” 


No one had any, so Madeline adjourned the meeting. Syllith
leaned over to whisper in Khaldun’s ear. “Meet me back at Enigma’s. I just need
to have a quick word with Warhammer.” 


Khaldun nodded as everyone rose from their seats and started
moving out of the room. He left the building and returned to the mansion.
Syllith arrived twenty minutes later. She made tea, then the two of them sat
down at the dining room table. 


“So, what’s going on?” asked Khaldun. 


“Allure should be going to Greenfield, not Vision,” she told
him. “The governors approved a plan for this situation ages ago. And we decided
then that Warhammer and Vision should be the ones to remain here, no matter
what. Vision because of his peculiar abilities. He’d be able to see any attack
from afar, and warn us immediately. And Warhammer because of his military
acumen.”


“What changed, then?” 


“Allure refused to leave.” 


“Why?” 


“She wouldn’t give a reason. But we wanted to send two
sorcerers to each location, so Vision volunteered to go in her place. Was
Allure’s account of Mira’s progress accurate?” 


“Yes, completely,” he replied. “We went to meet her for
Mira’s lesson, and Allure was working with Allison—” 


“With Allison? On what?” 


“Calling the magical force. She can cast invisibility spells
now, and move objects in and out of the void. Allure said that normally, new
mages would work on the four basic forces first, but because Allison never did
magic before her transformation that it might work differently for her.” 


Syllith considered his words for a moment. 


“There’s nothing wrong with that, is there?” he asked. “I
always favored the magical force when I was a wizard. Illusions in particular.”



“No, I don’t think it’s a problem,” she replied. “I’m just curious
what prompted her to do that. The council discussed her training when she
arrived, and we all agreed it would be best for her to start like the normal
mages. Had Allison had much interaction with Allure prior to this?” 


“Not that I know of,” Khaldun said with a shrug. 


“Well, never mind that, then,” Syllith said, shaking her
head. “It’s probably nothing. Let’s discuss our plan for tomorrow morning. Just
to play it safe, I think we should travel together. Highgate is already sending
aid to Strom, so we should hit the other two first. We can stop at Arthos to unload
your passengers, then fly together to Greenfield and drop off mine. Then we can
return here, pick up the rest, and travel to Strom.” 


“That works,” Khaldun said with a nod. 


“Have you ever flown six people before?” she asked. 


“No, but I flew Jezebel, Enigma, and a bunch of gear around
a giant caldera when I first learned to fly. I don’t think I’ll have any
trouble.” 


“Good enough.” 


“So, tell me about those other sorcerers,” said Khaldun.
“Battleaxe, Mist, Cyclone… and who were the other two?” 


“Spring and Intuit. Well, Battleaxe is Warhammer’s protégé.
Bastion-trained—she was the first woman ever admitted. She fights with a pair
of battle axes, as you might have guessed. 


“Mist possesses an ability I’d never even heard of before. She’s
able to transform—” 


“Wait, let me guess,” Khaldun said with a grin. “Into mist?”


Syllith chuckled. “Yes! But she can reconstitute her body
anywhere the mist reaches. I’ve seen her transform on one side of a
battlefield, only to retake her human form all the way on the other side.” 


“Impressive,” Khaldun said appreciatively. “That could be
super useful in battle.” 


“And I’ll let you figure out Cyclone’s special skill.” 


“Throwing tornadoes, I assume?” 


“It’s more than that, though. She is the one who
taught me how to call a twister. But she possesses uncanny control of the
weather. I’ve seen her bring down violent hail and hurl lightning bolts at multiple
enemies at once.” 


“That should come in handy in Arthos,” Khaldun replied. 


“Indeed. She’s also the only university sorcerer we have
from Kong. Anyway, Spring can run fast and jump far. He and Mist like to
practice together, chasing each other across the pastures. And Intuit possesses
mindreading abilities similar to Allure’s. But while Allure can sense what
drives a person, and their magical potential, Intuit has a knack for reading
people’s intentions and detecting the truth or lies in their words.” 


“What’s his range?” he asked. “Can he sense an enemy’s plans
from across the battlefield?” 


“I don’t think so. As far as I know, both Allure and Intuit
have to be standing pretty close to someone to read them.” 


“That could still be useful. If he could go invisible and
infiltrate an enemy camp, he could sense the commander’s battle plan before the
fighting even starts.”


“Yes, exactly,” Syllith agreed. “But listen. Once we’re done
transporting everyone, I’m going to head down to the Ohlam temple in Ulster.
See if I can get the location of that place in Shifar.” 


“I still think you should take me with you,” said Khaldun. 


“No, not a chance. After what happened this morning, I need
you here more than ever.” 


“What? Why?” 


“To keep an eye on Allure while I’m gone.” 


 










Chapter Fourteen: Travels


 


When he was done with Syllith, Khaldun went out to the
stables and moved the two horses they’d brought here into the void, tethering
them to himself. He flew them out to Spanbrook, returning them to the castle.
Once he’d checked in with Jezebel, he returned to the university. That night,
he stayed with Mira. He woke at dawn and tried slipping out of bed without
disturbing her, but she awakened anyway. 


“Be careful out there,” she said. “I want you back in one
piece.” 


“I’ll be all right,” he assured her. They kissed, and then
he headed outside. 


Reaching the front of the quad, Khaldun found everyone else
there already. Except for the ones at the watchtower, all the governors had turned
up, in addition to everyone flying to their remote assignments. More than two
dozen mages all told, more than Khaldun had ever seen gathered in one place
before.  


Madeline called the group to attention. “I believe
everyone’s here. Those of you going to Arthos and Greenfield will be departing
momentarily. Governor Syllith and Khaldun will return for those headed to
Strom. 


“One representative from each delegation has a mirror that
is linked with Vision’s. He will be monitoring our enemies’ activities from
afar, and will keep the rest of us apprised.” She gazed around at them for a
moment, then said, “Godspeed to us all.” 


Khaldun unfurled his carpet on the ground, as Syllith did
the same nearby, and his passengers gathered around, most of them casting apprehensive
glances at the carpet. Khaldun wondered how many had flown before. 


“You’re Khaldun?” one of the sorcerers asked him. Taller and
slimmer than Warhammer, she was holding a battle axe over each shoulder. She
wore tight-fitting clothing; Khaldun suspected this was to make sure it stayed
out of the way of her weapons. But it also showed off her bulging muscles,
which were just as big as her mentor’s. 


“You must be Battleaxe,” he said. 


“Well spotted,” she replied with a grin. She tucked her
weapons into the void, then shook his hand. “And this is Cyclone.” 


“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Khaldun said, shaking her
hand. Cyclone was nearly as tall as Khaldun, with long, black hair, and black
robes. She only nodded in reply. 


Battleaxe introduced the two wizards and one witch who would
be joining them, then Khaldun positioned them all on the carpet—himself and
Cyclone at the front corners, the two wizards behind them on the centerline,
and Battleaxe and the witch at the rear corners. He explained briefly that he’d
be calling spells to ground them to the carpet and block the wind, but that
they should try to remain as still as possible. 


Syllith had just lifted off with her group, so Khaldun took
his seat and launched them into the air. He heard one of the wizards scream
from behind as they shot into the sky. Khaldun raced ahead to catch up with
Syllith, and took a position by her right flank. The sorcerer sitting in the
middle turned toward him, an expression of horror on her face. Khaldun knew it
had to be Mist. She looked almost as small as Azure, and her head was shaved
clean. He had a feeling she’d never flown before. 


Once they’d passed through the barrier, Syllith shot him a
mischievous grin before shooting ahead. Khaldun caught her with ease, flying
far ahead. But then he slowed down and they stuck close together the rest of
the way to Arthos, staying east of the Mayne far below. They flew one circle around
the city’s perimeter, and Khaldun spotted their army gathered in a field to the
north. 


Syllith took them into the heart of the city, landing in the
center square. The crowd had noticed their arrival and cleared the area below
them, but moved in closer again once they’d touched down. 


Syllith got to her feet and called out, “We’re here from the
university. Could someone please alert the city leaders?” 


But just then, Khaldun spotted a group of people in black
robes pushing their way through the crowd. They reached the mages, and one of
them approached Syllith, saying, “I am Councilman Andrews from the city
assembly. These are my colleagues,” he added, indicating the rest of his group.
There were nine of them total; Khaldun spotted two of them carrying staffs, and
one with a wand. The rest did not appear to be mages. “How can we help you?” 


“My name is Syllith, from the university’s board of
governors. We are here to warn you that Fosland has amassed an army across the
Mayne from here, and we believe they are preparing to invade Arthos.” 


“We’ve suspected as much,” Andrews replied. “We’ve kept
sentries posted along the river’s edge ever since Henry sacked Stiles. They’ve
reported unusual activity across the Mayne in recent days, so we have been
preparing for an attack.” 


“We’ve brought mages to aid in the defense of the city.” She
introduced Battleaxe, Cyclone, and the others Khaldun had transported.
“Battleaxe trained at the Bastion before going to the university. She will be
leading our delegation here and should coordinate with your commanders.” 


Andrews gazed around at the crowd and said, “Very well.
Perhaps we can discuss this further in our council chambers?” 


“Yes, of course,” Syllith replied with a nod. “The rest of
you, wait here,” she added, as she and Battleaxe headed off with the city
leaders. The rest of the mages got up to stretch their legs. Some of the
onlookers dispersed, but a small group remained, gawking at the newcomers.


“So, you’re Khaldun,” Mist said, coming over to greet him. “I’m
Mist. I’ve heard a lot about you.” 


Khaldun shook her hand. It turned out that she was a little
taller than Azure, but not much. “How so?”


“Allure told me about your journey to the watchtower. Crazy
that Enigma did your binding right then and there. I don’t think I’ve ever
heard of them doing that before.” 


“Yes, I guess he’d foreseen that I’d be needed in
Spanbrook,” he said with a shrug. “Syllith was telling me about your special
talent… Would it be rude to ask for a demonstration?” 


“Not at all,” she said with a grin. Holding her arms up over
her head, Mist’s body seemed to evaporate before his eyes, blowing away like
smoke on the wind. But in moments, a dense fog filled the city square.
Passersby seemed alarmed by the sudden change, and hurried on their way. The
area around the mages thinned out, but Khaldun couldn’t see much farther than
that. But suddenly, the fog lifted, and he spotted Mist approaching from across
the square. 


“I’ve never seen anything like that,” he said when she
returned. “Do you think I could learn to do it?”


“Probably not,” she said with a shrug. “I’ve tried teaching
a few of the others, but I’m not even sure how it works. It just happened the
first time, not long after I was bound.”


“That must have been terrifying…” 


“You’re telling me? I would’ve shat my pants if I’d been
wearing any. Took a few minutes to figure out how to put my body back together.
Allure encouraged me to try it again when I told her about it, but I was scared
to death. But she worked with me after that, and helped me develop my skills.
Now it’s second nature.” 


They chatted for a couple of minutes, but then Syllith
returned. Vision and two of the remaining mages stayed with her, but Mist and
the last mage rode with Khaldun this time. Khaldun didn’t know the way, so
Syllith took the lead. They followed one of the Mayne’s many tributaries,
flying through a lush valley that extended deep into the Forsaken Hills. 


Greenfield was much farther away than Arthos, so it took
them longer to get there. But finally, Khaldun spotted the castle nestled in
the trees on the saddle point between two peaks. Syllith landed on the keep’s
roof, and Khaldun set down right next to her. But as they got to their feet,
several guards emerged from the nearest tower, rushing toward them and
brandishing swords. Khaldun spotted a robed man with a staff waiting by the
tower.


“Hardly the greeting I’ve come to expect, Phineas,” Syllith
called out, staring beyond the soldiers. 


The mage approached them, ordering the soldiers to stand
down. “My apologies, lady governor. We’ve heard rumors of war, and thought this
might be an attack.” 


Syllith hugged him when he reached her. “It’s good to see
you. How long has it been?” 


“More than a decade since we last met at the university, my
lady,” he said, “though you don’t seem to have aged a day.” 


“You’re too kind.” Syllith introduced the others.


“Matters must be urgent for you to bring this whole group to
us instead of sending a messenger.” 


“I’m afraid they are,” Syllith replied. “We need to see the
prince.”


“I’m sorry to inform you that Prince Hadrian passed away two
nights ago. Princess Cassandra has ascended to the throne.” 


“Cassandra?” said Syllith. “His granddaughter? But
she’s only a child…” 


“Her Highness recently celebrated her seventeenth birthday,”
Phineas replied. 


“It has been a long time,” Syllith muttered. “What
happened to Hadrian?”


“He’d been ill for months,” Phineas explained. “Some sort of
disease in his lungs that our healers were not able to cure. But he lived a
long life, my lady.” 


“Why didn’t his son take his place?” asked Khaldun. 


“Cassandra’s parents were killed several years ago,” Phineas
explained. “But if you’ll come with me, I will introduce you to Her Highness.” 


“I will remain here,” said Vision, “and check up on our
enemies.” 


Syllith nodded. “Khaldun, you’re with me. The rest of you
can wait here with Vision.” 


Khaldun and Syllith followed Phineas into the tower and down
the spiral staircase into the keep. He escorted them into a small room where
they found the princess sitting on a throne. Khaldun thought she looked much
younger than seventeen; he would have guessed her closer to twelve or thirteen.
Phineas announced them. 


“Governor Syllith,” the princess said. “This is the first
time a member of your council has visited this castle in my lifetime. The
tidings must be grim indeed to warrant such an excursion.” Khaldun thought she
sounded much older than she looked.


Syllith told her about Henry’s armies and the impending
invasions; the princess’s expression grew fearful. “The university has declared
war on Fosland, and I am here to provide reinforcements. Vision and Mist will
assist in the defense of your castle, along with three other university mages.”



“And what makes you think Henry would bother with us? It’s
the river lands he’ll want. Your mages would do more good there, I think.” Her
confident tone belied the scared look on her face.


“We have reason to believe they will attack here, Your
Highness.” 


“One of your sorcerers foresaw this?” 


“No, but Princess Salerna did.” 


“With that water bowl of hers? Grandfather told me he didn’t
place much stock in that.” 


“We believe Henry wants to surround the university, cutting
off any possible escape route before he attacks. He may want to take the castle
to make sure we have nowhere to flee. But Vision will be able to observe their
activities. If need be, we can return to move the mages to the river front.” 


The princess took a deep breath. “We haven’t got a standing
army. Only the castle guard. If they do come here, I don’t know how long we’ll
last.” 


“You must prepare for a siege, Your Highness. Raise whatever
force you can, and stock up on your supplies. Vision and Mist will evacuate you
and your household should it become necessary, but hopefully it won’t come to
that.” 


The princess considered this for a few moments, then nodded
gravely. “Phineas, send messengers to the vassals. Call in the levies. We must
prepare for war.” 


“Yes, Your Highness.” 


Syllith bade the princes farewell, then Phineas escorted her
and Khaldun back to the roof. Vision told them that there were still more
troops arriving at Henry’s army encampments in Stiles and Roses, but that the
army in Madison had started crossing the river. 


“It will take them four, perhaps five days to march here,”
he concluded.


“So it begins,” Syllith muttered. “You should get word to
the others.”


Vision nodded. 


Phineas and the soldiers escorted the rest of the mages into
the keep. Khaldun and Syllith took to the sky on their carpets and returned to
the university. Hours had passed since their morning meeting, but the mages
assigned to Strom were all waiting when they arrived. Khaldun and Syllith went
to the dining hall for a quick meal. 


“How do you feel about taking this last group to Strom on
your own?” she asked as they sat down. 


“Shouldn’t be a problem,” he replied. “Why, though?” 


“I thought we’d have a little more time, but with that first
army already on its way to Greenfield, I want to find that temple right away,”
she explained. “I’ll make it to Ulster in no time. But depending how far into
Shifar they built Nyro’s temple, it could take significantly longer. Days,
probably.” 


“It couldn’t wait until after we’re done with Henry?” 


“I’m worried this whole campaign might be nothing but a
distraction,” said Syllith. “Keep us all busy with Henry, and then out pops the
devil down in Shifar. We can’t take that risk.” 


“Fair enough,” said Khaldun. “We’ve got our mirrors, so let
me know if there’s anything I can do to help.” 


“I will. Once you get this last group to Strom, you’ll need
to stay in touch with Madeline. Yours will be the only carpet until I return,
so it’ll be your job to provide emergency transport should it become
necessary.” 


Khaldun nodded. “I can do that.” 


“And like I said before… Keep an eye on Allure if you can.
If anything suspicious happens here, let me know immediately.” 


“I will. So, tell me how to get to Strom.” 


She gave him the directions as they returned to their
carpets. Then, Khaldun wished Syllith luck, and she took off as the last group
gathered around him. 


“I guess we’re riding with you,” said one of the sorcerers,
shaking his hand. “I’m Intuit.” 


“Pleased to meet you,” said Khaldun. Syllith hadn’t warned
him that Intuit possessed a magnetism nearly as powerful as Allure’s. He’d
never been attracted to men, but found himself becoming aroused in his
presence. Intuit gave him a wink, then introduced him to the other sorcerer,
Spring, as well as the two witches and one wizard. 


Khaldun positioned everyone on the carpet and then took off
into the sky. He flew across the Mayne and headed south. When he reached the
first major tributary, he turned east, and followed that the rest of the way. The
river wasn’t very wide, and he didn’t think Henry’s army would have much
trouble erecting temporary bridges to get across it. 


Strom city was built into the top of a hill, much like
Highgate, only smaller. The castle sat in the middle, and while its walls
weren’t quite as tall as Highgate’s, Khaldun was still pretty sure Henry’s army
would have tremendous difficulty breaching them.


There was a large army camped outside the city, and as he
circled the castle, Khaldun spotted several garrisons stationed within the city
walls. Compared to Arthos and Greenfield, Strom appeared much better prepared
for an attack. 


Khaldun landed on the keep’s roof and found Azure waiting
for them. The diminutive sorcerer greeted Khaldun and the others as they got to
their feet.


“We were expecting Syllith,” he said to Khaldun. “Is she all
right?” 


“Yes, but she had some other business to attend to, so she
asked me to take care of the transport.” 


Azure nodded. “Princess Salerna tells me Henry’s army in
Madison has crossed the river on its way to Greenfield.” 


“Yes, Vision saw that, too. But he said that the other two
armies were still amassing more troops.” 


“They may be coordinating their efforts to hit us in all
three places at once,” Azure said. “Make sure we’re too busy to send
reinforcements elsewhere. If so, I’d expect their army in Roses to cross the
Mayne tomorrow.”


“The governors fear an attack on the university may be
imminent, as well,” Khaldun replied. 


Azure nodded. “Let’s get everyone inside. I’ll introduce you
to Prince Viggo.” 


The sorcerer led them into the castle. The prince was
waiting for them in the great hall, where he’d gathered around a large table with
his mages and advisers. Azure introduced Khaldun and his party. 


“You let the governors know that we’ll make quick work of
these bastards,” Viggo told Khaldun. “And once we do, we’ll march north to aid
in the defense of Arthos. We’ve been allies with the free city for generations
and we’re not about to let them down now.” 


“I’ll let them know, Your Highness,” Khaldun said, bowing to
the prince. 


“Very well. The rest of you, take a seat. We’ve got plans to
make.” 


Azure escorted Khaldun back to the roof and bade him
farewell. Khaldun sat down in the center of the carpet and shot into the sky. He
decided to go see Fosland’s army in Roses for himself, so he flew back to the
Mayne, then turned southwest, making himself invisible and flying low over the
river. 


He only sensed the massive invisibility spell as he flew
past it, so he circled around and moved in closer. Sure enough, he spotted a
band of five or six soldiers headed down the road from the west. Hovering
overhead, he watched them vanish inside the spell. 


It was tough to gauge how many troops might be hidden there,
but he could sense the shield spells at the four corners of the area. Based on
its size, he guessed that they might have as many men as the army he’d seen in
Strom, but probably not too many more than that. 


Khaldun headed back toward the university. After what he’d
seen, he felt confident Strom would emerge victorious. But Azure’s words
weighed heavily on his mind. If Henry’s goal were to conquer each of these
three territories, wouldn’t it make more sense to throw everything he had at
one target at a time? Or, at the very least, take Arthos and Greenfield first,
then march all of his forces to Strom?


Coordinating three separate attacks like this lent credence
to the notion that these invasions were merely distractions, designed to take
their attention and resources away from an attack on the university. Yet they
hardly had a choice; they couldn’t stand by and do nothing. If Henry didn’t
attack the university during the invasion, losing those lands to him would
ensure he could do so at any time.


And if Dredmort were in communication with Nyro, the
possibilities were terrifying. Was there a traitor at the university? Khaldun
didn’t see any other way the Foslanders would be able to get through that
barrier. 


But what if Nyro was lying? She could have sensed Syllith’s
suspicions about Semblant and Allure and played on her fears to further
distract them. And while they were busy chasing shadows at the university, Nyro
could very well be preparing to break out through her temple in Shifar. 


Khaldun didn’t know what the truth might be, but he was glad
Syllith was on her way to that temple. He had a feeling that their ultimate
victory hinged on her success. 


 


 










Chapter Fifteen: The Temple of the Goddess


 


Syllith was in a hurry, so she flew to Enigma’s house. She
was going to need her gear and supplies before making what could be a trip of
several days. Once she had everything packed, she headed for the door, but then
stopped. What about the artifact? She’d left it tucked into the void inside the
cavity above the library fireplace. But she felt anxious about leaving it
behind for so long. Khaldun would be here, so it wasn’t like it would be
unattended. And she trusted him with it, but what if Allure made her move while
Syllith was away? Would Nyro have told her about the artifact? If Allure was
even the traitor. 


Syllith didn’t intend to make any further contact with Nyro.
She’d wrung as much useful information out of her as she was likely to get. And
she could feel the old one getting frustrated with her apparent waffling. It
was time to bring the pyramid to Warhammer to be destroyed. She didn’t know if
he’d know how, but they could always contact Vision for instruction. But she
didn’t have time to deal with this now. 


Finally, she decided to leave the artifact behind. Having it
on her at the Temple of the Goddess could prove dangerous. She left the house, sat
down in the center of her carpet, with her pack right behind her, and made
herself invisible. Flying would take her full concentration once she was
airborne, so she always took care of the invisibility spell prior to flying
into enemy territory. Although she could cast spells in flight, it required her
to relinquish control of the carpet briefly, which was always risky.  


Shooting into the sky, Syllith headed southwest. As she
approached the barrier, she relinquished control of the carpet long enough to
open a portal. She dropped precipitously, but then retook control and shot
through the opening. 


There wasn’t much daylight left, so she flew as fast as she
could. She’d flown by night before, but it was much more challenging in
unfamiliar territory. Though she’d been to Ulster before, she didn’t know it
well enough to find her way without a clear view of the landmarks below. 


But she spotted the Temple of Manesh just as the sun sank
below the horizon. There were no travelers on the road, so she landed directly
in front of the building. Rolling up her carpet, she left it with her pack next
to a tree, then tucked both items into the void. But as she approached the main
entry, she realized that the door had been torn from its hinges and left
leaning against the frame. 


Heaving the door aside, Syllith moved inside the temple, her
staff at the ready. The courtyard appeared empty, until she spotted a couple of
charred corpses lying near the entry to the keep. She moved inside, into what
must have been the great hall. But someone had torched the place. The walls
were blackened as if by fire, and only small fragments of the furniture
remained, charred by the flames. 


Syllith searched the rest of the building, but other than
corpses, there was no one here. She checked all the rooms, hoping that perhaps
the leader’s map of the other temple had survived, but fire had ravaged every
chamber’s contents. She suspected that Henry’s troops must have attacked the
temple once they’d established themselves in the princedom, but found no direct
evidence of this. Heading back outside, she contemplated her next move. 


From the air, Syllith had spotted a village not too far west
of the temple, so she decided to go there and see if she could develop any
information. Perhaps some of the monks had survived, and with any luck, someone
in the village might know where they’d gone. 


Removing her belongings from the void, Syllith unfurled her
carpet, hid herself from view, and took off once more. Dusk was gathering, but
she had no trouble finding the village. They’d erected guard stations by the
roadside at the eastern and western limits of the community, but she didn’t
notice any other military presence. Setting down in a field to the north of the
settlement, Syllith tucked her belongings into the void. Then she cast an
illusion to make herself look like an old man, and her staff a walking stick.
Finally, she headed into the village. 


The community wasn’t very big, but there was a small tavern.
Syllith moved inside and took a seat at the table in the far corner. There were
about a dozen other patrons here. A woman scurried over a few minutes later,
plopping down a plate of meat and cheese, some bread, and a mug of ale on her
table. Syllith dug into her meal, listening in on the conversations in the
room. 


Three men were sitting at a table in the opposite corner,
and as Syllith finished her meal, their conversation turned to the Foslander occupation
of Ulster. They complained about Henry increasing the taxes on their land and
conscripting the village’s young men into his armies, leaving them with a labor
shortage. Syllith finished off her ale, then got to her feet, making her way
over to their table. 


“Got to be careful nowadays,” she said, her voice matching
her guise as an old hermit. “The king has eyes and ears everywhere, they say.” 


“You work for that bastard?” one of them asked, his eyes
narrowing suspiciously. 


“Not on your life,” Syllith replied. “But I’ve heard tell of
his people punishing those who speak ill of the wretch. Best to be careful is
all I’m sayin’.” 


“Don’t worry about us, old-timer. Small village like ours,
we all know each other,” the man replied, gazing around the room. “Ain’t none
of these folks gonna report us. Never seen you before, though. Where ya
headed?” 


“Them Foslanders torched my village back in Roses. Killed my
whole family. Heard a traveler say that temple nearby was takin’ in refugees,
figured I’d seek shelter there. But it looks like Henry’s driven them out. You
all got any idea where they mighta gone?” 


“Sent them all to their gods, I reckon. Don’t think any of
them survived.” His companions nodded. 


“Ain’t that a shame,” said Syllith, shaking her head. “Well,
I’m sorry to bother you boys, then.” 


She headed out of the tavern, wondering what she might do
next. If all of the monks had perished, then she didn’t know how she was
going to find the Temple of the Goddess. Shifar’s eastern border stretched
across more than half the continent. It would take ages to search its entire
length, and with Henry’s armies invading the lands east of the Mayne, she
didn’t have that kind of time. 


Heaving a sigh, she headed back toward the north end of the
village. But just then, someone emerged from the tavern. 


“Hey, there,” a voice said. Syllith turned to see that it
was someone from one of the other tables. “Heard ya askin’ ’bout them monks.” 


“Aye, but I guess they perished.” 


“Nah, not all of them,” the man said, looking around as if
to make sure nobody was listening. “I own the farm across the road from the
temple. And I ain’t said nothin’ to no one else, but I saw a few of them escape
when the troops got there. They ran onto my land to hide, and I let them
shelter in my barn a couple o’ nights.” 


“Any idea where they mighta gone after that?” 


“They said they’d make for Stoutwall. See if they could get
the prince to grant them some land for a new temple. Don’t know if they’d have
any luck with that, but I reckon that princedom’s probably the safest place for
’em, what with their army and that sorcerer o’ theirs.” 


Syllith nodded. “I bet you’re probably right. Well, I guess
I’m headin’ to Stoutwall then. Thank ya kindly.” 


“Safe travels,” the man said with a nod before hurrying up
the road. 


Syllith made her way back to the field north of town, then
brought her carpet back from oblivion, rolled it out on the ground, and
launched into the sky. It was too dark now to risk the flight to Stoutwall, so
she flew only a short distance to the edge of a nearby forest. Then she landed
again, set up her tent, cast protective spells around her camp, and turned in
for the night. 


Camping inside Henry’s territory made her nervous. But she
hadn’t seen any significant military presence nearby, and she was many miles
from the nearest settlement. Nevertheless, she slept light, and woke at dawn.
Once she’d broken camp, she made herself invisible and took to the air, heading
south. 


Syllith hadn’t been to Stoutwall in years. It would be good
to see Augustine again, but Shatter made her nervous. He was a man of few words
and physically intimidating. Though she knew it was probably ridiculous, she
couldn’t help but feel that he might snap at any moment and pulverize her with
his bare hands. An unreasonable fear perhaps, but she liked to keep her
distance. 


Reaching her destination only a couple of hours later,
Syllith landed in front of the palace. The guards rushed over to her, swords
drawn, and demanded to know her business. But Shatter emerged from the palace
and ordered them to stand down. 


“I have urgent business with Prince Augustine,” she said. 


The sorcerer said nothing, only nodding and turning back
toward the palace. Syllith followed him inside, and he led her through the
building to a covered patio out back overlooking the lake and the waterfall.
Augustine was there, conferring with his advisers. 


“Ah, Governor Syllith,” he said, getting to his feet when he
saw her. “What brings you to Stoutwall?”


“I’m sorry to disturb you, Your Highness. But I’m looking
for some monks from an Ohlam temple in Ulster. Henry killed most of them, but
someone told me the survivors were headed here.” 


“Oh, yes,” the prince replied, his brow furrowed in
concentration. “We granted them an audience some time ago. They petitioned us
for some land to build a new temple. What did we end up doing with them,
Winston?” he asked one of his advisers. 


“As Your Highness ordered, we gave them Lily Pond.” 


“Ah, I remember now,” said Augustine. “Lord Hammond passed
away with no heirs. He was something of a hermit. The holding is small, and the
castle is no more than a fort. But it seemed to suit their needs perfectly.” 


“I’m sure they appreciate your generosity,” Syllith replied.
“Most of the princes probably would have denied their petition.” 


“Perhaps. But Stoutwall was something of a stronghold for
Ohlam before the dark times. The ruins of one of their greatest temples lie
near our southern border. I didn’t have the heart to turn them away after
learning of the attack on their last temple. But tell me, how goes the conflict
with Henry? Last we heard from Salerna, he was preparing an invasion?” 


Syllith updated him on recent events and her fears about the
true reason for Fosland’s attacks. 


“Yes, I daresay Henry would go to any length to acquire a
sorcerer,” Augustine said when she was done. “But I don’t imagine he stands any
chance of penetrating your borders.” 


Syllith didn’t mention her suspicions that they might have a
traitor in their midst. Winston told her how to find Lily Pond, then she bade
them farewell and went on her way. 


The holding was located near the princedom’s northern
border. Syllith had no trouble finding it. She spotted a handful of people
working in a field near the castle, so she landed there. They stopped what they
were doing, casting her wary glances. Syllith approached them, introducing
herself only as a witch from the university. 


“I remember you,” one of them said. “I’m the leader, Turin.
You visited our temple in Ulster once, long ago.” 


She hadn’t recognized the man with his straw hat and
sunburnt face. But once he spoke, she recalled his voice. “Ah yes, I remember
you now.” 


“How can we help you, my lady?” 


“Last time we met, you told me about the group that went off
to establish the Temple of the Goddess.” 


“Yes. They left decades ago. Well before my time as leader.”



“It turns out that I need to find them. Do you still have
the map that shows how to get there?”


“I’m afraid not,” Turin replied, taking off his hat and
wiping the sweat from his brow. “The Foslanders burned everything. We few were
lucky to escape with our lives.” 


“But you must remember the way. Even its rough location
would be helpful. Could you draw it for me here in the dirt?” 


“I can try,” Turin said with a nod. Squatting down, he
cleared a flat area of earth, then made a rough outline of Shifar with his
finger. Finally, he pointed to a spot near the northern end of the kingdom. “If
you were to start here, at the southern tip of the Great Desert and fly
southeast, you’d reach the Anthars here, at the Sisters. Two peaks that rise
head and shoulders above the nearby mountains. They built their temple at the
Sisters’ feet.


“That’s a long way to travel, and not all the territories
between here and there are friendly. I guess that flying carpet of yours will
make the journey easier. But you’re taking your life in your hands visiting
that sect. They’re committed to raising their goddess and, last I heard,
they’ve got a few mages there. If they think you might be able to help them,
it’s unlikely they’d let you leave.” 


“Nyro’s no goddess,” Syllith said. 


“You and I can agree on that much, but they see it
differently. And there’s nothing they wouldn’t do to liberate her. I’d urge you
to reconsider your plans.” 


“I’m afraid I can’t do that,” she replied. “But thank you
for your help.” 


“Best of luck,” he said. “You’re going to need it.” 


Syllith said farewell and returned to her carpet. Once she’d
made herself invisible, she took off again, heading southeast. It was still
early, so she figured she could probably cover half the distance before sunset.
Now more than ever, she wished she were a sorcerer; any one of them would be
able to get there at least twice as fast. 


Flying was exhausting work, though, so she set down in a
field a few hours later to rest and eat. She was well beyond Henry’s lands now,
so she didn’t bother making herself invisible after that. Shooting into the
sky, she continued her southeastward journey until she reached the Great
Desert. She flew for a couple more hours, following the edge of barren
wasteland, until finally going to ground just before sunset. 


Syllith was still in Maeda, but these lands along the
desert’s edge were wild, not belonging to any princedom. She didn’t have to
worry about encountering enemies here, so she made camp and started a fire.
Once she’d eaten, she waited for full night to fall, then climbed inside her
tent. 


She lay awake for a while, wondering what she might find at
the temple. As far as she knew based on her time using the artifact, Nyro could
project only thought through her barrier. But if some of these monks were
mages, that could be enough to bring about catastrophe. Who knew what kind of
spells she could teach them? Syllith started to panic, wondering if even now
they had found a way to release Nyro. But no, that simply couldn’t be. It had
taken Enigma’s full power just to create the tiny portal through the barrier
they’d used to extract the lesser demons. And he hadn’t been able to sustain
that for more than a few moments. No regular mage could possibly liberate Nyro.



Despite her anxiety, Syllith grew drowsy and drifted off to
sleep. Waking at dawn, she broke camp and continued on her way. She took a
break when she reached the River Xago, the ancient boundary between Maeda and
Shifar. Setting down on the western shore, she sat by the river’s edge and had
some food. 


The university’s relations with the princedoms in Shifar
were shaky at best. The Shifari leaders eschewed nearly all contact with their
counterparts in Maeda and Dorshire. They honored the ancient treaties with the
university regarding the governance of mages, but very few Shifari mages ever
attended the university. Sage was one of the only ones Syllith had ever met,
and her attendance was mandatory because of her metamorphosis. Still, the
university had assigned two sorcerers to princedoms in Shifar. 


Syllith had heard about Oxcart’s scheme to trade some of its
gold to a princedom in Shifar in exchange for iron ore, and had hardly believed
it. She couldn’t imagine how Bichon’s father managed to arrange it. But then
again, gold was considered a precious metal in all five kingdoms, and not
something easily acquired. Maybe it hadn’t been too difficult to find a ruler
in Shifar willing to trade for it. 


But in any event, Syllith had no intention of setting down
again once she’d crossed into Shifar. So, she took an extra-long rest to make
sure she had the energy to make it the rest of the way to her destination. 


The Great Desert ended at the Xago, so her resting place
marked its southern tip. She’d want to be invisible passing over Shifar, and on
the approach to the temple, so once she’d cast the spell, she took to the air
again, proceeding directly to the southeast. And sure enough, as she drew
closer to the Anthars, she spotted two peaks that rose high above the rest.
They had to be the Sisters. 


Flying in closer, she saw a stone structure by the base of
the mountains, nestled in the valley between the Sisters. There was still some
daylight left, so she flew a little farther north, then found a spot behind a
ridge, hidden from view of the temple. 


Syllith landed, then tucked her belongings into the void.
She adjusted her invisibility spell to accommodate only herself, then proceeded
on foot. The land was rocky and barren with many small ridges blocking her
path. She had to climb down a couple of them, but then finally, the temple came
into view. 


The last rays of sunlight glinted off the stone building.
Taking a deep breath, Syllith set off along the path leading to the temple
entry. But as she reached the front steps, she heard someone scream inside. 


Hurrying up to the doors, she stopped to listen. There was
another scream, but it sounded like it had come from somewhere deep inside the
structure. Easing the door open, Syllith slipped inside. She was in an entry
hall, and there was a set of double doors across from her. Opening one of
those, she peered inside. There was a massive chamber with an altar at the
front. Behind the altar, carved into the stone wall, was the likeness of a
tall, naked woman that looked exactly like the vision of Nyro Syllith had seen
using the artifact. 


The chamber was empty, but there was a doorway on either
side of the carving leading farther into the building. Light was dancing on the
walls beyond the doors, suggesting flames somewhere within. 


Syllith made her way across the chamber, creeping through
one of the doorways. She moved through a short corridor and heard voices
somewhere up ahead. No words were discernible, but it sounded like a low chant.



Reaching the corridor’s end, Syllith found herself standing
on a balcony overlooking a circular chamber below. The rear of the chamber was
open to the elements, and she could see a pathway leading into the mountains
beyond. 


But directly below her, at least twenty monks were gathered,
standing around a stone table in the center. All the monks but one held a lit
candle in their hands; the last one held a wand. Lying on the table was a naked
girl who could be no more than thirteen or fourteen years old. They’d tied her
down, but hadn’t gagged her. The monks continued their chant, and finally,
Syllith could discern words. It was no language she’d ever heard before, but
she recognized one word over and over: Nyro. 


The monk with the wand seemed to be casting some sort of
spell; Syllith could see his lips moving, but couldn’t hear him over the chant.
The girl screamed as he stood beside her and produced a dagger. Reaching over
his head, he plunged the blade into the girl’s chest. Her scream ended abruptly
as she began spewing blood from her mouth. Within seconds she went completely
still, and Syllith knew she was dead. 


 


 










Chapter Sixteen: Necromancy


 


Khaldun returned to the university and found Madeline in the
main building. He told her that he’d dropped off the last group in Strom, but
she already knew—Spring had contacted her by mirror. Khaldun let her know that
he’d check in again in the morning. 


“Can I find you at Enigma’s house if something comes up in
the meantime?” she asked. 


“Ah, no… I’ll be staying in the women’s dormitory. With
Mira.” Khaldun felt uncomfortable telling the de facto leader of the council
this, but she only nodded, saying, “Very well. Have a good night.” 


Exhausted from all the flying, Khaldun wanted nothing more
than sleep. But he was also famished. So, he stopped at the dining hall and ran
into Mira and Allison as they were leaving. They went back inside with him to
keep him company while he ate. 


They returned to the dorm. Khaldun was so tired he could
barely keep his eyes open, so they went to bed early. He fell asleep the moment
his head hit the pillow. 


Rising at dawn, Khaldun went to check in with Madeline. She
told him that she’d be hearing from Vision at any moment, so he waited there
for a little while. Finally, Vision contacted Madeline through her mirror. 


The Foslander army that had crossed the Mayne from Madison
had split into two separate forces. One had remained by the river while the
other marched toward Castle Greenfield. Vision saw only two wraiths with that
group, and none with the other. Their sun-shield spells covered them in shadow,
but there was no mistaking what they were. 


The second army remained across the river from Arthos, but
the third was making its way across the river into Strom as they spoke. Vision had
spotted two wraiths crossing into Strom, but couldn’t find the other two. And
there had been no sign of Dredmort anywhere so far. 


“They’re still on track for a simultaneous, three-pronged
assault,” Vision concluded. “I will update you again this evening, unless
something urgent comes to pass.” 


Khaldun headed back to the dorm, then joined Allison and
Mira for breakfast in the dining hall. After that, Allison had another lesson
with Allure, so Khaldun and Mira went along to watch. 


Allure worked with Allison on detecting, canceling, and
replicating magic without knowing the spells. She started with illusions,
calling a giant statue of a nude man. Passersby stopped to gawk, and Allison
giggled. 


“Concentrate,” said Allure. “Can you sense the magic?” 


Allison held one hand out toward the illusion, her frow
furrowed. “No… I don’t feel anything.” But then a second later she added,
“Wait—yes. I do sense something. Barely, but it’s there.” 


“Remove it,” Allure replied. 


“I don’t know how.” 


“Focus on the magic and will it to go away.” 


Allison’s face contorted with the effort, but nothing
happened. “How?”


“It’s like moving your arms or legs,” Allure told her. “How
do you do that? Magic flows through your entire body. Reach out and take the
spell away.” 


Finally, Allison swept one hand slowly from side to side,
and as she did so, the illusion faded away. 


“Yes, that’s it!” said Allure. 


The sorcerer called an illusion of a small cottage next. It
took a little longer this time, but Allison managed to make it disappear, too.
Allure called a mansion next, but Allison removed it in no time, so Allure
switched to moving targets. She started with a horse. As Allison reached out,
the animal reared, then galloped off. But finally, Allison canceled the
illusion. Allure called an entire herd of sheep next, all milling about the
grounds. Allison started canceling one animal at a time, but Allure told her to
eliminate the entire herd at once. It took her a minute, but she finally did
this, too. 


Next, Allure told Allison to create an illusion of the nude
male statue. 


“How in heaven am I supposed to do that?” Allison
demanded. “I don’t have the slightest idea—” 


“You sensed the magic, didn’t you?” Allure asked. 


“Well, yes, but…” 


Allure held up her hands in a shrug. 


“All right,” Allison said with a sigh. She struggled for
several minutes without the slightest glimmer of success. 


“For illusions to work, you must form a clear picture in
your mind first of what you want to cast,” Allure told her. “If you can’t see
it in your mind, the illusion will fail.” 


Allison nodded. She focused for a moment, then, taking a
deep breath, tried again. This time it worked. But it was a statue of a nude
woman that appeared, not a man. It took Khaldun a moment to realize that it was
Jezebel. 


“You’ve got it!” Allure said. 


Allison stared at the statue for a moment, her eyes wide
with surprise at what she’d done, then giggled and canceled the illusion. But
it seemed that she’d had a breakthrough, because she then produced illusions of
a cottage, a palace, a horse, and a herd of sheep. 


“Excellent work today,” Allure said, approaching her pupil
and locking eyes with her. Allison backed away a step, but Allure added, “Don’t
be afraid. I’m not going to hurt you.” She stood face to face with Allison,
placing a hand on either side of her head. Khaldun saw Allison shudder with
fear, but she didn’t move. Finally, Allure took her hands away. “You’ve got
some special gifts. I’ll be in touch later to arrange your next lesson.” 


Allison nodded, seeming confused. But then she headed off
and Allure started working with Mira. First, she made sure Mira could still
close her channels of power. Mira had no trouble with this, and was able to
hold it longer than before. But still, no magic would work on her even with her
channels closed. After that, Allure spent the rest of their time helping Mira
enlarge her null. Khaldun had a feeling she’d be able to nullify entire
battlefields in no time. 


After dinner that day, Khaldun went to see Madeline. She’d
heard from Vision only minutes earlier. The sorcerer had reported that half of
Henry’s northern army continued toward Castle Greenfield, while the other half
held the river lands. The middle army still remained invisible on the western
side of the Mayne. And the southern army was on the march to Castle Strom. Two
wraiths continued to accompany the northern army, and two the southern, but
Vision still couldn’t account for the other seven. And he’d still been unable
to find Dredmort, but he suspected Henry’s chief wizard was probably with the
army waiting to attack Arthos. 


Khaldun felt his anxiety growing. Despite what Vision
thought, he felt there was a good chance that Dredmort and the missing wraiths
were getting ready to sack the university. He took his carpet for a ride around
the perimeter of the institution’s lands, trying to find the missing wraiths or
any hidden troops. Despite flying pretty close to the ground, he couldn’t sense
any spells near their border. But they could have stationed their forces
farther out.


He worried about what Henry might be planning. But whatever
it was, they probably had a couple more days before he’d put it into motion.
Khaldun had no doubt they’d wait to attack until their armies reached their
targets. 


Khaldun met Mira back at the dorm, and they went for a
moonlight stroll. There was no sign of Allison, but Mira explained that Allure
had told her to meet her for another lesson after dinner. 


They took their time walking out to the stables, and then by
the cemetery beyond, before hooking back around the governors’ mansions. Khaldun
told her what they’d heard from Vision, and about his little reconnaissance
mission. The news about the missing wraiths worried her, too. What else could
they possibly be doing if not preparing to attack the university? 


As they headed back toward dorms, Khaldun spotted someone
near the seven-sided tower. He pointed this out to Mira. 


“I think that’s Allison,” she replied. As they drew closer,
it became clear that it was Allison, and she was wearing only her
nightgown. 


Khaldun called out to her. Allison didn’t seem to hear him,
but at that moment, she vanished. For a moment, Khaldun thought he spotted a
glowing spark circling the tower, but then that disappeared, too. 


“How strange,” said Mira. “What was she doing?” 


“I don’t know,” Khaldun muttered. 


They walked up close to the tower, moving around its
perimeter, but found nothing odd. When they reached Mira’s dorm room, they
found Allison sound asleep in her bed. They tried to stay quiet, but ended up
waking her. 


“There you are,” she said, sitting up and rubbing the sleep
from her eyes. “I didn’t know where you two had gone, so I turned in early
after my lesson.” 


“What were you doing by the seven-sided tower?” Mira asked. 


Allison looked confused. “I don’t know what you’re talking
about. Allure wanted to do the lesson in one of the classrooms, so I was there,
and then I came back here. I didn’t go anywhere near the tower.” 


“We just saw you there only minutes ago,” said Khaldun.
“Wearing that nightgown. But then you disappeared.” 


“But I would never go outside wearing only this,” she
replied. “Could it have been an illusion?” 


“Who would have cast it?” Mira asked. “There was no one else
there.” 


Khaldun was about to tell them about the spark he saw, but
then Allison gasped. “Wait, I do remember something… but it was only a
dream. Someone was calling out to me. I got out of bed and wandered outside and
I heard a voice calling my name. I followed the sound, and it was coming from
the tower… I can’t remember anything after that. But then I woke up when you
two came in.” 


“Allison, I’m pretty sure that was real,” Mira told her.
“You must have been walking in your sleep.” 


They sat up talking for a little while longer discussing the
strange turn of events, but Allison was able to remember nothing more. Finally,
they went to bed. Allison seemed to doze off again immediately. Khaldun and
Mira lay down, and Mira was out within minutes. But Khaldun couldn’t sleep. The
situation with Henry had him on edge. And now Allison’s strange experience made
him wonder if the entity that had communicated with Jezebel might live in the
tower. 


Khaldun tossed and turned for a while, but sleep eluded him.
Finally, he slipped out of bed, careful not to wake Mira, donned his robes, and
left the room. He headed across the campus to the mysterious tower. 


Moving around the structure, he searched for any sign of a
door or window, but none was apparent. He didn’t sense any magic here, either.
What was the purpose of this building? Why had Allison come here? He thought
he’d seen that glowing spark, but couldn’t help second-guessing himself.
Jezebel had seen it out in the woods behind Raphael’s cottage, and then again
in Castle Spanbrook. He didn’t have any good reason to believe it had a
connection to this place. Yet there was something mysterious about this
tower… 


Khaldun reached out with his magic, trying to find some way
inside, but the entire thing was made of solid brick. Touching its surface, he
tried to detect some way to get through it. And that’s when it happened.
Something sucked him through the wall, and he found himself standing in a space
of endless darkness. He could see the stone floor, though he didn’t see any
light source, but only blackness in every other direction. 


Suddenly, there was a sound of tinkling bells. Khaldun
searched for its source, but it seemed to be coming from all around him. And
then a voice said, “It is not yet time, sorcerer.” It sounded female, but he
didn’t recognize it. 


Khaldun woke with a start. He was sitting up in bed, Mira
lying next to him, sound asleep. They were in her dorm room. Khaldun thought
his visit to the tower must have been a dream, but it had seemed vividly real. 


Just then, someone screamed, and then there was a roar so
loud it shook the building. Jumping out of the bed, Khaldun gazed out the
window, but their room faced away from the quad, providing a view of nothing
but trees. 


“What’s going on?” Mira asked, sitting up in bed. 


“I don’t know,” he replied. There were more screams. 


“Is that coming from outside?” Mira asked, getting out of
bed and donning her dress. 


“I think so,” said Khaldun. “We should go see what’s
happening.” At that moment, he realized that Allison’s bunk was empty. With a
sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach, he pointed this out to Mira. 


“Oh, no,” she muttered, giving him a worried look.


They hurried out of the dorm, freezing in their tracks when
they reached the courtyard. About a dozen students were huddled against the
building. Standing over them was a creature Khaldun had never seen before. It
was at least twenty feet tall, shaped like a human, but with dark, scaly skin.
The monster reached for the students with one hand, but they scurried closer to
Mira and Khaldun, several of them screaming. 


Khaldun called fire, trying to incinerate the creature from
within. It howled in pain, but nothing else happened. 


“Mira, quick—extend your null!” Khaldun said. 


Mira nodded, and moments later, the creature howled again,
louder this time, shaking the very earth beneath their feet. But then it rushed
toward them. Khaldun felt powerless without his magic, but just then, a voice
called out from across the courtyard. 


“Take me!” Khaldun realized it was Allure—and standing next
to her was Allison. “Mira, close your channels!”


The creature turned, looking toward the newcomers, then back
at the students. Mira’s null was gone; Khaldun called a wall of flame thirty
feet high between them and the monster. It bellowed in rage, reaching through
the fire. 


But then Allure shouted something unintelligible. The
creature turned and ran toward her; Allison screamed. But Allure raised her
arms to her sides, a red glow emanating from each hand. A thunderclap shook the
ground, and the monster bellowed in pain for a moment, but then turned to
smoke, dissipating on the breeze. 


Allure and Allison ran over to them. “Is everyone all
right?” the sorcerer asked. 


Several of the students were crying and sobbing, but none of
them seemed to be injured. 


“What was that thing?” Khaldun asked. 


But just then, Madeline strode over to them. “What the hell
is going on out here? Was that a ghoul?” 


“Yes, it was,” Allure replied. “But I’ve sent it back to the
spectral plane.” 


“Where did it come from?” Madeline demanded. 


“I s-summoned it,” Allison told her between sobs. 


“You did this?” Madeline said, her expression aghast.
“But the spirit realm can only be accessed using necromancy. Such spells are
strictly forbidden. I’m afraid we’re going to have to convene an inquiry into
this matter, young lady.” 


“She didn’t summon it, Madeline,” Allure told her. “I did.” 


Madeline stared at her in confusion for a moment. “But why?”



“I sensed an affinity for the spirit realm within her. So, I
thought I would teach her how to banish a ghoul. But I’m afraid it was too
much, too soon. You have my sincerest apologies, Lady Madeline. I didn’t mean
to cause so much alarm.”


“We’ll discuss this more in council,” Madeline replied,
regarding her suspiciously. “Back to bed, all of you,” she added to the rest of
the crowd. 


The students shuffled back into the dorm. Madeline left the
courtyard as Allure escorted Allison into the building, Mira and Khaldun right
behind her. 


“You’re sure you’re all right?” Allure asked. Allison
nodded. “Try to get some sleep. We’ll discuss this tomorrow.” 


Allure left the building. Allison faced Khaldun and Mira,
only to start sobbing again. Mira hugged her. 


But Khaldun had a bad feeling about what they’d just
witnessed. “Can you help her back to the room?” he asked Mira; she nodded.
“I’ll be back soon.” 


“Where are you going?” Mira asked. 


Khaldun didn’t reply. He slipped out the door, making
himself invisible. Allure was already halfway across the courtyard; Khaldun
followed her. He kept his distance, knowing that she’d detect his spell if he
came too close, but made sure not to lose sight of her. 


Allure left the quad, heading back toward the governors’
mansions. Khaldun felt sure she was going to stop at the seven-sided tower, but
she walked right by it. He followed her all the way to her house, which was
right next to Warhammer’s. Khaldun waited out on the lane as the sorcerer went
inside, closing the door behind her.


Lights sprang to life inside the mansion. Khaldun crept up
to one of the windows, peering inside. He spotted Allure moving into the dining
room and sitting down. But there was someone else in there—he could see their
shadow, but couldn’t get a look at whoever was casting it. 


But just then, a voice behind him said, “Who’s there?” 


Nearly jumping out of his skin, Khaldun turned to see Allure
moving up the walkway from the lane. What the hell? How had she gotten out here
so fast without him seeing her? He canceled his spell, saying, “I’m sorry… I
uh… wanted to ask you more about what happened back there.” 


But suddenly, Allure transformed. She grew much larger,
sprouting a long beard, her hair turning gray and scraggly. 


“Semblant?” said Khaldun. He’d never met this sorcerer, but
Jezebel had described him, and sure enough, he was enormous. 


“You must be Khaldun,” he replied, his voice gravelly.
“Inside,” he said, opening the front door. 


Khaldun moved into the house. Semblant took him by one arm
and led him to the dining room. 


“Found him lurking by your window,” the giant sorcerer said,
crossing his arms. 


“What’s on your mind,” Allure said, sitting back in her
chair and crossing her legs. 


Khaldun neither saw nor heard anyone else in the house and
didn’t sense any magic. “I wanted to… uh, ask you about what happened with
Allison. And that ghoul.” 


“It’s quite simple. As I explained to Madeline, I sensed a
deep affinity with the spirit world within her. It’s my job to help new
sorcerers discover their latent talents. So, in her lesson earlier this
evening, I taught her how to access the spectral plane. She summoned a basic
specter—some witch who taught here a few hundred years ago. They chatted for a
bit, and that was that. Allison sent her back to the spirit realm and that was
the end of the lesson.” 


“But what about that ghoul?” 


“You’d have to ask Allison about that,” Allure replied,
still holding his gaze. “Which I plan to do when we meet tomorrow.” 


“But you told Madeline that you summoned it…” 


“I lied.”


“Why?” 


“Because she would have convened an inquiry and they would
have punished our darling Allison. I don’t want to see that happen. Do you?”


“No, of course not.” 


“So. Why don’t we skip the bullshit. Tell me the real reason
you followed me here.” 


Khaldun’s heart dropped to his stomach, and he felt his
anxiety rising. But he didn’t see any way out of this. “Syllith thinks there’s
a traitor on the council. And when you said you called the ghoul… well,
that’s necromancy, isn’t it?” 


“So, you thought the traitor might be little old me?” Allure
said with a mocking smile. Khaldun cast Semblant a nervous glance. “Oh, the two
of us, perhaps? It’s a conspiracy, is it? Could we both be secretly working
for Henry?” 


Khaldun decided if he was already in trouble, he might as
well go all the way and try to get some answers. “Or for Nyro,” he said with a
shrug. 


Allure stared at him for a moment, her smile gone. “That’s a
very serious allegation. I hope you have some evidence to back it up.” 


“Henry’s attacks seem like a convenient distraction. We’ve
left ourselves vulnerable here.” 


“Go on,” said Allure. 


“What is he doing here?” he asked, nodding to Semblant. 


“As you just pointed out, we’ve left ourselves vulnerable,
so I asked Semblant to return. He’s good to have in a fight, especially now
that he’s got a carpet.” 


Khaldun wasn’t convinced. “What about that spark of light I
saw by the seven-sided tower? Was that Shadow? What’s her role in all of this?”


Allure’s mocking smile returned. “Spark of light? I’m afraid
I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 


“Whoever it is brought me inside the tower. She told me it’s
not time, yet—whatever that means. But then I woke up in my bed and it all
seemed like a dream.” 


Allure’s smile vanished again, and her eyes narrowed in
suspicion, but she said nothing. 


They sat in silence for nearly a minute, and Khaldun worried
they might decide to kill him. These two had to be plotting to aid Henry in his
quest to raise Nyro. He didn’t think they’d let him go at this point. 


But Allure got to her feet and said, “You’d better go get
some sleep. They could attack at any time, and you’re going to need your
energy.” 


Khaldun stood up, hardly able to believe his ears. He backed
away from the pair, then turn and ran for the door. Hurrying outside, he didn’t
stop running until he’d reached the quad. But it didn’t seem like anyone had
followed him. 


Pulling out his mirror, he tried reaching Syllith, but had
no luck. It was late though, and she was probably sleeping, wherever she was
now. Khaldun went to Mira’s room, and found her sitting on the bottom bunk with
Allison, holding her hand. 


“Where did you go?” Mira asked. 


Khaldun sat across from them in one of the chairs. “Did
Allure really summon that ghoul?” 


“No, it was me,” Allison said, her bottom lip trembling.
“She taught me how to call a specter in our lesson earlier. And she told me
about ghouls and demons and poltergeists… I wanted to try something stronger.
But then I couldn’t control it.” 


“You remember what that demon did back in Spanbrook. Why
would you risk something like this?” Khaldun demanded. 


“Khaldun,” said Mira, “let it go. She’s been through enough
tonight.”


But Allison said, “Yes, I do remember! And that’s
precisely why I tried this! I grew up believing I would rule Spanbrook one day.
But then that life—that purpose—was ripped away. They took everything
from me—Jezebel, the princedom—and I had nothing left. And I was useless here.
Before Allure started working with me, I thought about killing myself. But now…
thanks to her, it’s like a dam has burst inside of me, finally releasing my
magic. And Allure saw enormous potential within me. I have to explore
that—this is the only purpose I have anymore.” 


“But you’re talking about necromancy—” 


“Yes! I am! Allure said that with my power, I could become a
necromancer! She thinks I could rival Nyro one day!”


Khaldun stared at her in disbelief, a sense of dread washing
over him. “Listen to what you’re saying! You want to be like her? She subjected
the entire continent to a reign of terror that lasted centuries!”


“Not like that,” Allison said, rolling her eyes. “I could
help stop her from returning. But only if I become powerful enough.” 


“That kind of power is dangerous. How would you prevent
yourself from going down the same path she did?” 


“Myrddin did.” 


Khaldun had to concede the point. The necromancer had
resisted Nyro’s temptations. The three of them went back to bed, but Khaldun
got no sleep that night. 


 


 










Chapter Seventeen: The Cult of Nyro


 


As Syllith watched in horror, the monks moved away from the
dead girl, leaving through a door on either side of the chamber. The lead monk
cast some sort of spell that seemed to close the girl’s wound. One of the
others remained, now carrying a staff. He called air, lifting the girl off the
table and moving her toward the pathway leading away from the rear of the
chamber. 


But at that moment, Syllith realized that the other monks were
climbing steps up to her balcony. She pressed herself against the rear wall,
holding her breath to remain silent as they passed into the front of the
building. Once they were gone, Syllith hurried down one of the stairways. 


The lead monk and his assistant were partway down the trail,
the girl suspended eerily before them. Syllith crept along behind them, careful
not to make a sound. The pathway rounded a curve, first one way, then the
other, ending at a sheer cliff face. The lead monk held out his wand, casting a
spell that Syllith didn’t recognize, and a metal door appeared. He spoke another
incantation, and the door swung open. The girl floated through the opening, and
the monks followed. Syllith rushed to catch up, worried they’d close the door
behind them, but they left it open. 


Reaching the doorway, she saw that they were moving through
a tunnel into the mountain. The lead monk had called fire to light the way.
Syllith followed cautiously, painfully aware of every tiny sound echoing off
the walls. 


They walked for almost twenty minutes before Syllith spotted
a light up ahead. The monks moved the girl out of the passage and she lost
sight of them. Creeping up to the tunnel’s end, Syllith saw that there was a
ledge beyond, perhaps thirty feet across, overlooking the land of Pytha beyond.
The barrier the elves had put in place crackled with energy. It protected the drop-off
from the ledge and blocked the way into Pytha. 


The monks lay the girl on the ground, only feet from the
barrier, and each kneeled before her. The leader held out his wand, and his
assistant his staff, and together they began chanting a spell unlike anything
Syllith had heard before. Most spells were formed by sound, not using actual
words. But the monks spoke in some foreign tongue. For a moment, Syllith wondered
if it was merely a religious chant of some kind, but then something started
happening to the girl’s body. It seemed to be dissolving; droplets streamed
away from it, merging into the barrier. 


Syllith didn’t understand what was happening, but within
minutes, the girl’s body had disappeared, apparently becoming part of the
barrier. And suddenly, there was a moaning sound, and the boundary reverberated
with it. There was a small earthquake, and lightning danced along the barrier’s
surface. The monks looked up, focusing on something only they could see. 


“Yes, my goddess,” the leader said, bowing his head. 


The moaning and lightning subsided, and the monks stood up,
heading back toward the passage. Syllith slipped out of the tunnel, moving aside
to let them pass. Creeping toward the barrier, she gazed out at the land below.
She could make out a city in the distance, abandoned long ago, its people
killed when the elves locked the demons in this land. For a moment, she thought
she saw smoke rising from the city, but it was only mist passing by in the
distance. 


Syllith was about to head back into the passage, but at that
moment, the barrier started crackling again. A web of lightning formed on its
surface. Syllith tried to move away, but tendrils of energy extended from the
barrier, surrounding her in their grasp and lifting her off the ground. 


Stifling a scream, Syllith held out her staff and muttered a
spell to cancel lightning. She fell to the ground, but as she scurried away a
bolt of energy slammed into her. Syllith’s vision started to go black, and it
took everything she had to remain conscious. 


Syllith managed to crawl into the tunnel, and with great
effort, regained her feet. The monks were far ahead now, and she stumbled along
trying to catch up. Slowly, her head cleared, and she felt her energy
returning. 


What the hell had happened back there? Had the barrier
itself attacked her? That made no sense. But the only other possibility was
terrifying. And what had the monks done with the girl’s body? It was almost as
if they’d used it to feed the barrier. But that didn’t make any sense,
either. 


The end of the passage came into view, and Syllith moved as
close to the monks as she dared. As they emerged through the doorway, she
slipped out right behind them, barely getting out of the way before the
assistant closed the door. The leader held out his wand, casting one spell to
magically seal the entry, and another to hide it. 


Syllith followed them back to the temple, and up the steps
to the balcony. They moved into the corridor leading inside. Syllith creeped
along behind them, waiting at the far end to see where they’d go. The men went
through another doorway on the side of the chamber. Syllith waited a moment to
make sure they were gone, then hurried across the space, casting an anxious
glance at the sculpture of Nyro staring down at her, then slipped out the front
doors. 


The sun had set, but full night had not yet fallen; there
was enough light to find her way. Running down the front steps, Syllith hurried
back to the ridge where she’d left her things. But as she removed her carpet
from the void, a voice behind her said, “Governor Syllith, I presume?” 


Syllith turned, raising her staff, to find the monks’ leader
standing there, grinning at her, wand in hand. She realized that he must have
canceled her invisibility spell. 


“The goddess told us you would visit, but I’ll admit that I
was skeptical,” he said.


“Nyro speaks to you?” 


“Oh, yes. She instructs us.” 


“To do what?”


“Liberate her, of course.” 


“What are you doing to the barrier? It struck me with a
lightning bolt—how is that possible?”


“The barrier didn’t do that,” the monk said with a chuckle.
“That was the goddess.” 


“That’s impossible. Her magic can’t penetrate that barrier.”



“Her thoughts can. And she has taught us spells to weaken
the wards the elves erected to trap her in her prison. The work is slow, but in
time, we will open a portal through which she can escape.” 


“Why kill the girl?” Syllith demanded. “I’ve heard of
ancient cultures making human sacrifices to appease their deities, but Nyro’s
no god.” 


“Oh, she is, though. But it’s not a sacrifice. It’s elvish
magic.” 


“What?” 


“The goddess foresaw her own downfall, so she studied the
ways of the elvish mages before her defeat. We are no elves, so sadly, the
spells will take far longer to work than they would if we possessed their power.
But we are patient. In time, we will free her, and she will bring paradise to
Anoria.” 


“You’ve lost your mind. Nyro will slaughter all of you if
you release her. And then she’ll retake the entire continent and enslave its
people.” 


“I will forgive your blasphemy, and let you leave, as the
goddess has commanded,” the man said. “But she has revealed that you will
return soon.” 


Only with reinforcements to destroy your cult, she
thought to herself, but said nothing. Raising her staff, she called fire, shooting
a bolt of lightning at the monk. But he canceled her spell, then disappeared.
Syllith fired off a spell to cancel invisibility, but he was gone. 


Syllith got on her carpet and shot into the sky. She wanted
to get as far away as she could, but it was nighttime and this was unfamiliar
territory. And she was exhausted; the spell that hit her at the barrier had
drained her. 


Before long, Syllith had no choice. She had to touch down
somewhere and get some rest. Flying lower and scanning the terrain below, she
found a mesa and landed on it. Its walls were sheer, and she didn’t see the
light of any settlements nearby. She was still in Shifar, but felt that she’d
be safe here. 


Syllith made camp, cast her protective spells, then curled
up in her bedroll and passed out. When she woke, it was light out. Emerging
from her tent, she stood tall and stretched, taking in the beautiful vista
before her, mesas and buttes extending into the distance. The sun had already
risen well above the horizon; Syllith guessed that it had probably been a
couple of hours since dawn.


She broke camp and was about to take off again, when she
felt someone reaching out to her through her mirror. Pulling it out, she found
Khaldun staring back at her. 


“I tried contacting you last night, but you must have been
asleep,” he said. Khaldun told her what had happened with Allison, and with
Allure after that. 


“Semblant is back?” she said, panic rising. “Who ordered
that?” 


“Allure asked him to return. She said she also believes an
attack on the university is imminent, and that Semblant could help.” 


Syllith scoffed. “They must be in on this together. You said
there was someone else in Allure’s house with her?” 


“I don’t know,” Khaldun replied, shaking his head. “I
thought I saw another shadow, but I might have imagined it. I didn’t see anyone
else once I went inside. Could it have been Shadow? I don’t know. I’m not sure
I didn’t imagine going inside the tower, either.” 


Syllith told him what she’d seen and learned at the temple. 


“Was it Nyro who hit you with the lightning?” Khaldun asked
once she’d finished. “I was under the impression only her thoughts could
penetrate the barrier. But that would seem to imply that she can get through it
with magic, too.” 


“Perhaps,” said Syllith. “I think they’ve been using the
human sacrifices to weaken the barrier in that area. Nyro certainly didn’t hit
me with her full power, or I wouldn’t be standing here having this conversation
right now.” 


“Then why bother attacking you at all?” asked Khaldun. 


“I’m not sure,” Syllith replied with a shrug. “Maybe she
wanted me to know that she could.” 


“Do you think they can liberate her?” 


“In time, who knows?” 


“Can Enigma repair the damage the monks have done?” Khaldun
asked. 


“I’ll alert him to the situation, but I doubt there’s
anything he can do. The spells he’s using to patch the other areas wouldn’t
help at the temple. The damage there is different. I believe it would take
elvish magic to reverse what the monks have done.” 


“I wonder what Allure is waiting for. Either she or Semblant
could probably take down the barrier there if it’s already weakened. Or Nyro
could tell them how to open it.” 


“Maybe they don’t know about the temple,” said Syllith.
“Nyro said she’d foreseen multiple paths to escape. Maybe Semblant and Allure
are working to free her separately from Henry and Dredmort, and they’re all
working independently of the cult here.”


Suddenly, Khaldun gasped. “What if it’s Allison?” 


“How do you mean?” 


“Allure told her that she could become a necromancer. She
said Allison might rival Nyro one day! What if she’s planning to force Allison to
bind her?” 


“Bind Nyro?” Syllith asked. “But they’d still need some way
to free her. They can’t bind her through the barrier.” 


“I don’t know,” Khaldun said with a shrug. “It feels like
we’re missing a piece to this puzzle.” 


“At least one,” Syllith agreed. She hadn’t been paying
attention to the background, but suddenly realized that Khaldun was out in
front of the quad, and thought she’d spotted Allure. “What are you doing now?” 


“Waiting for Allison to finish her lesson,” he explained.
“Mira’s next. I was worried about encountering Allure again after last night,
but she’s acting as if nothing happened.”  


“What is Her Highness working on today?” 


“Allure taught her to cast sheets of energy, and how to
escape from them. Now, they’re working on shield spells.” 


“Allison’s come a long way in a short time.” 


Khaldun nodded. “She told us that since she started training
with Allure, it’s felt like a dam burst inside of her. Magic is coming easy to
her, now.” 


In her mind, Syllith ran through everything the two of them
had learned since her departure. And it led her to a troubling thought. “Do you
think Allison could be planning to bind Nyro herself? Without Allure? Maybe she’s
the traitor Nyro told me about—only it was someone she’d foreseen, instead of
someone she’d already compromised.” 


“Allison would never do that,” Khaldun told her. “She doesn’t
know the spell to bind a demon, for one thing.” 


“But Jezebel has it recorded on that scroll. She could give
it to Allison.” 


“Not a chance. She wouldn’t do that. I don’t know Allison
that well, but I know Jez. There’s no way she would share that with Allison if
she were worried about her trying to use it.” 


“What if she weren’t worried about that?” 


“I’ll bring it up with her, just in case. But even with the
spells, Allison would still have to contact Nyro to learn how to free her,
which she can’t do without the artifact. And she’d have to travel to the Pythan
border, but she has no way to get there.” 


“Shadow could be the missing link,” said Syllith. “You said
you saw Allison snooping around the tower? If Shadow truly was a necromancer in
her day, then she could teach Allison the binding spells. And Shadow
might know a way to liberate Nyro.” 


“I don’t know,” Khaldun said with a shrug. “It’s starting to
feel like we might be surrounded by enemies, all of them vying to be the one
who frees her.” 


Syllith nodded. “I’ll be there as soon as I can—hopefully
tomorrow. We’ll get to the bottom of this.” 


They said farewell, and Syllith took off again, flying as
fast as she could. 


 


 


 










Chapter Eighteen: The Battle of Strom


 


Spring stood on the keep roof with Azure and Intuit, gazing
across the plain beyond Strom City. Strom’s army, more than two thousand
strong, including more than three hundred cavalry, was lined up below, along
with nearly as many troops from Highgate. 


“Ready?” Azure asked. 


“I don’t think so,” Intuit replied, “but we might as well
get this over with.” 


Azure chuckled and unfurled his carpet. He positioned Intuit
in the middle, near the rear edge, then sat down at the front. 


“Good luck out there,” Spring told them. “Try not to fall
off, Intuit.” 


Intuit glared at him, but then Azure launched them high into
the sky, going invisible moments later. Spring still heard Intuit’s scream and
couldn’t help chuckling. 


Spring had made contact with Vision that morning by mirror.
He reported that the armies headed to Greenfield and Strom would arrive that
day, and the force in Stiles was preparing to cross the river and attack
Arthos. 


But that was many hours ago. Azure and Intuit were headed
out to do some scouting, and hopefully put Intuit on the ground. If he could
get close to the Foslander commander, he’d be able to get a sense of what they
were planning. 


The situation around Strom was puzzling. According to
Vision, Fosland was marching with only about two thousand troops, including
only two hundred cavalry. The wizard, Lane, was with them, along with two
witches Vision didn’t recognize, and two wraiths. The troops defending Strom
outnumbered them roughly two to one, and in addition to the three sorcerers, they
had three more university mages in addition to Prince Viggo’s two wizards. 


Spring didn’t understand how the Foslanders could hope to
win here. Azure worried that they might have more troops hidden by invisibility
spells. Vision reported that he’d still been unable to locate seven of the
wraiths. They might be with the force headed to Arthos, but that didn’t seem
too likely. The wraiths had been split equally among the armies initially, so
Spring suspected the missing ones were still with them, preparing some sort of
surprise. 


Only about an hour later, Azure returned. Intuit crawled off
the carpet and vomited; Spring grimaced. 


“How did it go?” he asked. 


“We accomplished our mission,” said Azure, “but we are left
with something of a mystery. The Foslanders were crossing the river when we
arrived. So, I set Intuit down as close to their commander as I could, then
returned to the sky. They built a few temporary bridges, so I attacked those to
cause a diversion, which allowed Intuit to reach his quarry.” 


“You destroyed their bridges?” Spring asked. 


“Only one of them. The wraiths canceled my spells when I
went for the next one, and then Lane tried knocking me out of the sky. So, I
retreated until it was time to recover Intuit.” 


Done being sick, Intuit had finally joined them. “The
commander has orders to lay siege to the city.” 


“How?” asked Spring. “I don’t understand.” 


“Neither does he,” Intuit replied. “But he knows he has to
get through our army to get to the city, so he’s planning on throwing everything
he has at us. He’s worried it’s a suicide mission meant only to keep us busy
while they put other plans into motion elsewhere. But he’s committed to
carrying out his orders.” 


“They are transporting siege engines, though,” Azure added.
“Broken down in pieces that they can reassemble here.” 


“Why would they bother with that equipment if there’s no
hope of using it?” Spring asked. “They must have something else in store
for us. Those missing wraiths have to be involved somehow.” 


“We flew low around the surrounding area, but neither one of
us could detect any spells,” said Azure. “So, I don’t believe they’re hiding
more troops.” 


“Salerna hasn’t foreseen anything?” 


“She has seen their army besieging the city,” Azure replied.
“But the looking glass has not revealed how that might transpire.” 


Spring sighed. “I guess we’re going to find out the hard
way. I’d better go report to Viggo.” 


Walking to the edge of the keep, Spring leaped down to the
courtyard, then ran to the city wall. He jumped up to the battlements, startling
the soldiers there, then down to the plain beyond. Viggo was outside the city
gates, gathered with his commanders and mages. 


“Lord Spring,” he said when he saw the sorcerer approaching.
“What news?” 


Spring told him what Azure and Intuit had reported. “I’m
afraid we don’t know what else they might be planning,” he concluded. 


Viggo nodded, but didn’t seem too concerned. Spring could
tell he was in his element here. Azure had told him that Viggo commanded
Strom’s forces for his father for many years before ascending to the throne.
And the prince did seem excited to be returning to that role; he planned on
leading his forces into the coming battle, much to his advisers’ chagrin. 


“Thank you,” the prince said. “I’ll have them open the gate
for you.” 


“No need, Your Highness,” Spring said with a grin. 


“Very well, lord sorcerer. Good hunting!” 


Viggo returned to his group, and Spring jumped up to the
battlements, then down to the city. He ran back to the castle and into the
courtyard, then leaped up to the keep’s roof. There, he watched and waited with
Azure and Intuit. But finally, they spotted the enemy army crossing the plain. 


Azure took off on his carpet, going invisible as he flew
over the city. The Foslanders arrived and formed ranks facing the Strom and
Highgate armies. Crews at the rear started assembling their siege engines. Spring
spotted the wraiths taking position on their flanks. Their sun-shield spells
engulfed them in dark shadows, but they were still visible. The wizard, Lane,
rode his white horse out in front of the army, rallying the troops. It took a
minute, but Spring located the two unknown witches, one near each of the
wraiths. Finally, horns sounded, and the Foslanders attacked. 


Spring and Intuit went to work, hurling fireballs and
twisters at the enemy mages. They canceled their spells, but the sorcerers kept
throwing more. Azure focused on the wraiths, hitting them with a steady barrage
of fire and lightning. The magic didn’t seem to affect them, so instead, he
started blowing craters in the ground beneath their feet. This didn’t harm
them, either, but having to constantly climb out of the pits kept them busy. The
sorcerer also removed their sun-shield spells a few times, but the wraiths
recast them immediately. 


The Foslander troops were fierce, but the Strom and Highgate
armies overwhelmed them by sheer force of numbers. Spring thought it was pointless,
but their crews kept assembling the siege engines. He and Intuit ignored them,
keeping their focus on the enemy mages. 


The battle raged on, and Viggo started leading cavalry
charges, cutting through the enemy lines. If the carnage continued at this rate,
Spring thought they’d decimate the entire Foslander army.


But suddenly, roars erupted from the hills somewhere behind
the city. The sound sent a chill down Spring’s spine, and he turned to search
for its source. A moment later, four enormous winged beasts flew around the
nearest peak, streaking over the castle and out above the plain. 


“What the hell are those?” Spring yelled. 


“Those are dragons, my friend,” Intuit told him, his eyes
wide. 


“That’s impossible,” Spring replied. “Dragons don’t exist…” 


At that moment, the four beasts flew low over Strom’s army,
each breathing a stream of fire on the troops below. 


“Oh, shit…” said Spring. “How the hell are they controlling
them?” 


The dragons circled high above the battlefield once, then
dove for a second pass. Spring tried hitting them with fire, but their hides
seemed impervious to the flames. The dragons breathed their rivers of fire;
Intuit managed to cancel one of them, but the other three torched dozens more
men below. 


Spring tried calling air to throw the beasts off course as
they circled the battle again, but this had no effect, either. But then he
realized the dragons were headed straight for the keep. 


“Look out!” Spring shouted, as he cast a shield spell
encasing him and Intuit. The beasts flew overhead, breathing fire on them, but
Spring’s magic held. He threw lightning bolts at the nearest dragon as it banked,
climbing higher into the sky. The beast roared in pain, but kept flying. 


The dragons circled once before making another pass. Intuit
hit the leader with lightning as Spring shot a bolt at one of the others. But
Intuit’s bolt hit some sort of shield spell on the dragon’s back. 


“There’s someone riding the leader!” Spring told him. He
reached out and canceled the spell, revealing a mage in black robes. The
dragons pulled up without breathing fire again. “Next pass, focus on the
rider!” 


But the beasts flew away from the keep, flying over the city
and returning to the battlefield. 


“Looks like their mage doesn’t want to play,” Intuit
observed. 


The dragons dove, readying for another pass over the army.
Azure came out of nowhere, hurling a giant twister at one of the beasts. It
knocked him off course, and he nearly crashed onto the plain beyond the armies,
taking out one of the siege engines on his way by. Spring and Intuit hit two of
the other beasts with lightning, and they pulled up without doing any damage.
But the last dragon spat his flames, incinerating at least twenty men on the
ground. 


All four dragons made several more passes over the battlefield.
Spring, Intuit, and Azure did their best to minimize their effectiveness, but
couldn’t find a way to overcome the beasts. They tried to take out the rider,
but he managed to turn his mount every time, letting the dragon take the brunt
of every spell. 


But finally, it seemed the rider had had enough. He flew his
steed high into the sky, heading north, and the others followed. But the damage
was done, and the tide had turned. In addition to killing their men in droves,
the dragon fire had thrown Viggo’s forces into chaos. The Foslanders were
driving them back, their cavalry charging through their ranks and cutting down
every man they passed. 


Though it was hard to tell, Spring thought the numbers were
about even now. And adding to the disarray, the wraiths had entered the fight
when Azure shifted his attention to the dragons, slaying their men with magic. 


Viggo tried to rally his forces, but it was no use. They’d
lost their momentum and their order and the Foslander lines plowed through
them. Finally, the prince called the retreat. The city gates opened, and the
Strom and Highgate armies started moving inside. But the Foslanders were right
behind them. 


Spring knew what he had to do. He marched across the roof,
getting ready to leap. 


“Where are you going?” Intuit demanded. 


“Someone’s got to stop the Foslanders from breaching the
gate,” he said. “Back me up, all right?” 


Intuit nodded. Spring jumped off the roof, ran across the
courtyard and out through the city, before leaping up to the battlements.
Scanning the battle below for a moment, he spotted an open space by their
army’s flank. He launched himself into the air, flipping once before landing in
the opening. 


The Foslanders had spotted him and charged his position. But
Spring was ready. He hit the closest men with a wall of fire, then used it to
drive their comrades back. Azure flew overhead, hurling a twister at the heart
of their troops. 


Viggo had nearly half of his men through the gates, but the
Foslanders were cutting them down as they retreated. Spring charged, calling a
wall of fire to cut off the enemy army. But one of the wraiths rode forward and
canceled it. Spring blew a crater beneath him and recast his spell. Azure flew
by again, hurling another twister, nearly catching Spring with this one. 


The wraith climbed out of the ground and canceled the wall
of fire again. But finally, Viggo got the rest of troops through the gate just
as the Foslanders charged. 


“Come on!” Viggo shouted over the din. 


Spring didn’t need to be told twice. He ran past the
Foslanders, turning and hitting them with lightning as he passed through the
opening in the wall. The gates crashed closed behind him. 


Viggo jumped off his horse, approaching Spring. “Thank you,”
he said, shaking the sorcerer’s hand. “You saved many of my men.” 


“It’s an honor to serve, Your Highness,” Spring told him. 


Viggo headed up to the battlements with his soldiers. Spring
ran through the city and returned to the keep roof, regrouping with Intuit and
Azure, who had just landed. 


“Now what?” asked Intuit. 


“We prepare for a siege,” Spring replied with a disbelieving
shake of his head. “I had no idea dragons were real.” 


“I did, but I’ve never seen them used in battle before,”
said Azure. “There’s a group in Kong that trains them. It’s unusual for one of
them to allow a rider, but when it happens, they become fiercely loyal to that
person.” 


“I’d better warn Vision,” Spring told them. “We won’t be
riding to Arthos as Viggo had hoped, but I’m willing to bet that’s where those
dragons are headed next.” 


 


 


 


 










Chapter Nineteen: The Battle of Greenfield


 


“Dragons?” Vision said, hoping that perhaps his
hearing was failing. “That’s absurd. Nobody’s ever used those monsters in
battle.” 


“Someone has. And they just decimated us,” Spring told him
through his mirror. “They fled once we attacked the mage riding the leader, but
we think they’re headed to Arthos.” Vision sighed. He was too old for this. “Do
you think you could warn Battleaxe? We’ve got our hands full here.” 


“Yes, of course.” 


Spring’s face vanished. Vision reached out to Battleaxe and
gave her the bad news, then put the mirror away. It looked like she’d been
busy, and didn’t have time to talk. 


Vision had been skeptical when he first heard what she was
planning in Arthos, but the more he thought about it, the more sense it made.
Instead of facing the Foslander army head-on, she’d convinced the city leaders
to hide their troops throughout the city, along the route the enemy would have
to take to the center square and the city council building. They’d erected
barricades to block the other routes, and placed archers in key positions to
dissuade the Foslanders from trying to break through them. They’d hidden their
foot soldiers and archers inside buildings along the designated route, from
whence they would attack the enemy troops as they passed. 


And now, her plan seemed prescient. It would be impossible
for those dragons to harm the Arthos fighters without killing many Foslanders
at the same time.


“Did he say dragons?” asked Mist, standing right next to Vision.



“Your hearing isn’t failing any more than mine is,” Vision
told her. From their position on the barbican, they had a clear view down the
valley and would see the army long before it arrived. “Could you let Her
Highness know?” 


Mist nodded, then turned to mist, retaking her human form in
the courtyard below. Vision wished she’d use the stairs; he’d never get used to
that peculiar talent of hers. It startled him every time. 


The last time Vision had checked, half of the northern
Foslander army was on its way to Castle Greenfield, due to arrive within the
hour. He didn’t know if his nerves could handle this anymore. It had been
decades since his last field assignment. But Allure had refused to leave the
university, and as always, Allure got what she wanted. She hadn’t even needed
to raise her voice or argue. She simply announced that she was singlehandedly
changing the plan, and the others went along with it. In his old age, Vision
was the only one among his colleagues—male or female—who seemed to be immune to
her charms. Several of them could resist Intuit, but Allure was stronger. 


Taking a deep breath, Vision closed his normal eyes, using
the inner one to look afar. He spotted the approaching army, no more than an
hour away, now. Gunthar led them, and he had two wraiths with him, as well as
another wizard and a witch. Gazing farther, Vision found the other half of the
northern forces camped by the river. There were no wraiths with this group, but
they did have two witches. 


Looking still farther afield, Vision spotted the middle army
on its final approach to Arthos. They, too, had a pair of wraiths, as well as
three wizards and a witch. Vision didn’t know most of the mages Fosland had
fielded in this conflict, and wondered about that. Most mages trained at the
university, and Vision had personally taught the majority of the continent’s
wizards and witches. He prided himself on remembering every one of them. But it
seemed that Henry and Dredmort must have been raising their own private magical
army. Vision recognized only Gunthar here in Greenfield and Lane down in Strom.



Try as he might, Vision still couldn’t locate the other seven
wraiths. Nor had he been able to find Dredmort or Nineve. They were up to
something, but what it was, he couldn’t say. Of course, it didn’t help that his
unique ability included vision only. He couldn’t hear anything from afar, nor
could he feel the dread that the wraiths usually engendered. And he couldn’t
sense magic this way, either. 


Vision had checked the lands around the university many
times, but they could be hiding a massive army with invisibility spells, and
he’d have no way to detect it. He could look out for telltale signs—troops
entering or leaving the spell, or smoke rising from fires inside of it. But
he’d seen none of these. 


“What news, Lord Vision?” a voice said, bringing him back to
his body with a jolt. He hadn’t heard Princess Cassandra approaching, so
focused he’d been on faraway places. 


“The army will move into view at any moment, Your Highness,”
he said. 


Cassandra nodded, staring off into the valley. Vision had to
admit that she’d impressed him. She looked so young and wore an expression of
constant fear. But Cassandra possessed a sharp intellect, and while she
listened to her advisers, had no trouble making up her own mind. Vision had
seen many child rulers in his time, and usually, they were indecisive, constantly
second-guessing themselves. But Hadrian had taught his granddaughter to rule,
and it showed. 


Judging by the plan they’d put into place, the girl was also
unwilling to allow her pride to get in the way of her good sense. Another
uncommon trait in one so young. 


Mist returned to the top of the barbican, along with
Cassandra’s military commander. And only minutes later, the head of the
Foslander army came into view, far down the valley. 


“This is it,” said Mist. 


Unlike Strom, they’d planned from the beginning to brace for
a siege. Cassandra was able to raise only a few hundred troops on such short
notice. Not nearly enough to go head-to-head with the Foslanders, even though
they were bringing only half their army. So, they’d assembled the men in the
courtyard, and lined the battlements with archers. 


The army reached the castle and started forming ranks.
They’d brought wagons bearing the building blocks for their siege engines, and
their crews got to work assembling those. Gunthar rode up to the gates and
called out to the princess. “Surrender now, Your Highness, and you have my word
we will let your people live. Otherwise, we will slaughter you along with every
man, woman, and child within your walls.” 


“Burn in hell, you fat slob!” the princess shouted back. 


Vision chuckled under his breath. This one definitely had
spunk. 


Gunthar pointed his staff and shot a jet of fire at
Cassandra. Vision canceled it with a thought, and hit the wizard with a bolt of
lightning. It flung him clear off his horse, and he hit the ground twenty feet
away. The horse reared and ran back to the army. Gunthar got to his feet,
spouting a steady stream of curses as he waddled back to his men. 


“Was I out of line?” Cassandra asked. 


“I believe it was an appropriate response, Your Highness,”
Vision replied. 


The Foslanders finished forming their lines. Reunited with
his horse, Gunthar rode back and forth in front of them, doing his best to
rally them. 


“Time to go to work,” Vision said to Mist. “Don’t forget the
signals.” 


Mist nodded, then climbed onto the nearest crenel. She dove
off the wall, transforming into mist as she fell. Within seconds, a dense fog
surrounded the enemy army. As planned, Mist confined herself to the regular
troops, leaving their view of the siege engines unobstructed. 


A horn sounded, and the army advanced. Mist kept them
covered, picking off random soldiers with bolts of lightning. Vision smiled as
he heard the men scream. They owed Allure this much; she’d been the one to
teach Mist to control her powers and to help her cast spells even from this
form. 


Taking a deep breath, Vision turned his attention to the
siege engines. He called fire, igniting the nearest one. But as expected, one
of the wraiths canceled his spell. Vision called the magical force, creating a
field of darkness around the monsters, then called fire again. This time, the
engine went up in flames. Vision ignited the others, but it took the wraiths
only a minute or so to escape his spell, and then they extinguished all the
flames. He tried canceling their sun shields, but they recast them only an
instant later. 


The Greenfield archers had started firing into the fog. It
was too thick to make out individual soldiers, but they were packed in so close
that many found targets anyway, judging from the men’s screams. 


Despite the fog, the Foslander archers fired back, in the
general direction of the castle. But most of their arrows sailed by harmlessly.



Vision spotted Gunthar by the army’s left flank, pointing
his staff and frantically casting spells. He had a feeling the wizard was
trying to cancel the fog. This was impossible, of course—it was a sorcerer, not
a spell. Mist could not be canceled. Perhaps the Foslanders hadn’t heard of
her? So much the better. 


Vision kept igniting the siege equipment, using his darkness
spell to keep the wraiths occupied. It took a while, but they managed to escape
it every time. Eventually, the crews managed to finish assembling the engines,
and they began rolling them forward. 


Cassandra ordered her commander to put the next phase of
their plan into motion. Vision shot blue fireballs into the sky. Moments later,
the fog rolled back a bit, exposing the first few rows of soldiers. At the same
time, Greenfield’s soldiers left the castle by the postern gate, charging onto
the field and engaging the exposed soldiers. 


The Greenfielders managed to kill dozens of enemy soldiers
before their commanders realized what was happening and ordered the rest of
their men to respond. So, the Greenfielders retreated, and Mist expanded the
fog to cover the rest of the Foslanders again. 


But finally, the siege engines reached the castle. They went
to work with the battering ram, hammering away at the gates. And soldiers began
making their way up the towers, then lowering the ramps onto the battlements.
Geenfielder troops ran up the stairs to the wall to engage the enemy, as the
archers fired on the men crossing the ramps. 


“It’s time, Your Highness,” Vision told her. 


Cassandra nodded. Vision shot red fireballs into the sky
before retreating down the steps with the princess. 


 


Mist had to confess that she was having fun picking off the
Foslander soldiers one at a time with her lightning spells. She could do this
all day. Allure had figured out a way to affect her with magic when she was in
this form, but she was confident the Foslander mages wouldn’t discover it.
Allure had worked with her for months before finding the solution. 


But when she spotted the red fireballs in the sky, she knew
her fun was over. It was time to execute the next phase of their plan. She’d
almost thought for a little while there, when Vision’s darkness spell stymied
the wraiths, that they might win this thing. But it was not to be. 


Mist retook her human form a couple of hundred yards beyond
the Foslander army. And then she went to work on the mother of all illusion
spells. It took her a couple of minutes to mentally prepare, then she unleashed
it. 


One by one, hundreds upon hundreds of soldiers appeared,
mostly infantry, but with a few dozen cavalry as well. At their head was Prince
Viggo—Mist had only met him once, so she was pretty sure her illusion was way
off, but it hardly mattered. Then with a wave of her hand, horns sounded, and
the imaginary prince led his illusory army into battle. 


The Foslanders, suddenly free of the fog, turned in
confusion. Without a sorcerer in their midst, they were unable to detect the
magic Mist had cast. They had no way to tell that the army wasn’t real. Their
commanders frantically ordered their men to advance on the newcomers. Their
archers fired, and their arrows found unreal targets. The illusory men even
screamed as they fell; Mist was particularly proud of that. It had taken her
years to master all the little details in an illusion this large. 


But as the Foslanders approached, Mist knew it was time for
her to get out of there. Once the armies engaged, her spell would start to
break down. There was no way to keep so many moving parts under control in that
kind of chaos. Men would start disappearing instead of displaying the normal
behavior when stabbed and hacked with swords. The enemy would realize they’d
been duped. 


So, Mist transformed, rolling over to the castle, and
seeping up and over the walls. She retook her human form in the courtyard and
hurried inside the keep. Running down to the basement, she found Vision guiding
the last of the Greenfielders into the entry to the hidden tunnel. 


Once she’d moved inside, she helped Vision pull the section
of stone wall that served as a door back into place. Vision magically sealed
the entry and then headed up the passage with her. 


“Were you delayed?” he asked. “I was beginning to worry.” 


“No delay. I was simply admiring my spell work as long as I
could.” 


Vision only chuckled in reply. 


Cassandra’s mages had called fire to provide some light, but
it was still very dark. Mist called a flame to provide a little more
illumination. They marched for fifteen minutes, then reached a fork in the
passage. Vision explained that if they continued straight, they’d emerge on the
other side of the mountain. But they turned left instead. 


Once they’d moved a dozen yards into the new passage, Vision
called earth, bringing down the ceiling to seal off this route. Then, they
continued. 


Ten minutes later, they reached their destination. The
tunnel kept going, and Vision told her that it would eventually emerge in a
canyon. There was a path there that led to a fort in the hills, but they
weren’t going to the fort. 


Their destination was marked by a heavy metal door in a
recess in the wall. Inside was a giant cavern, where Cassandra had stockpiled
several weeks of supplies. There was a ventilation shaft that led up to the
surface that could also serve as an escape route in an emergency. 


Vision stepped into the cavern, closing the door behind him.
Mist cast an illusion of a stone wall over the recess, hiding the door. Then
she transformed, slipping through the cracks around the door’s edge, and
reconstituting herself inside the cavern. 


Finally, Vision magically sealed the door, and they hunkered
down for an extended stay. Vision pulled out his mirror and contacted Madeline
to let her know their situation. 


 


 


 










Chapter Twenty: Arthos


 


Cyclone stood atop the roof of the three-story building at
the west end of the city, invisible to observers, gazing out at the approaching
army. The structure served as a boarding house, but the owner lived on the top
floor, and had built a patio on the flat roof. He’d fled Arthos in advance of
the attack, and the city council had requisitioned the building for the battle.
This patio provided the perfect vantage point for Cyclone to do her work. It
had a view of the west road, which the army had to take to get here. And it
overlooked the abandoned guard station below, which they’d have to pass on
their way into the city. But there were several other tall structures nearby,
each of them providing a similar view, so the enemy would have no reason to
suspect she was operating from this building. 


Battleaxe had worked with the commander of the city guard to
barricade the city’s other entry points, but Cyclone had no doubt this was the
way they’d come. It was the direct path from the river, and nobody wanted to
march an army miles out of its way if it could be avoided. 


The city’s forces were embedded inside the buildings lining
the road. They’d wait until the head of the army reached the center square,
then they’d execute their ambush. But it was Cyclone’s job to diminish that force
as much as possible before it ever entered the city. 


The army halted about fifty yards from the city. Cyclone
figured that the lack of apparent resistance must have their commanders
worried. Surely, they would have expected to encounter the city guard assembled
to engage them outside the city. She sensed the wraiths, then spotted them, two
black riders wreathed in shadow, gathered together with four other robed
figures, who had to be the mages. 


Cyclone started to wonder if they’d try a different route
after all, or wait there to do some reconnaissance first. But then the mages
and wraiths moved off to the sides of the road, and the army advanced. Sure,
Cyclone thought. Send in the expendables first and let them take the brunt of
whatever the enemy was about to throw at them. Well, it was all the same to
her; she’d do her job either way.


As the front lines approached her position, Cyclone went to
work. First, she called air and water, drawing storm clouds over the area. Once
the sky had grown dark as night, she brought down the rain, and raised a gale.
Then she called lightning. Bolt after bolt struck the army, shaking the earth
with thunder. She heard men scream in terror as the storm intensified. 


Cyclone spotted four mages trying to cancel her spells, but
they didn’t possess the power. She hurled a tornado at them, tossing them high
into the air. The wraiths were no longer with them, though; Cyclone spared a
moment’s thought to wonder where they might have gone. 


 Somehow, the commanders got their troops to keep marching.
But the going was slow; the storm had flooded the road, turning much of it to
mud. Cyclone was glad she wasn’t a Foslander soldier. 


Next, she let up on the lightning and dropped the
temperature. Within minutes the road froze, and Cyclone brought in the wind
from the east. This drove the soldiers back from the city limits; they had
trouble getting traction on the ice. 


The Foslander mages must have returned, because they called
fire to melt the ice, and their troops pressed forward. Cyclone grinned. She
called down snow next, and kept up the wind. This reduced their visibility to
zero, and the army’s progress slowed to a crawl. 


Cyclone went back to calling lightning, picking off a few
soldiers at a time. Their mages tried canceling her spells again, but to no
avail. Cyclone hurled another tornado, ridding herself of the mages again, then
spinning the twister right up the middle of the army. Men flew through the sky,
screaming as they went. 


Despite the onslaught, the Foslanders kept advancing. It was
painfully slow, but once their front lines made it past her position, Cyclone
ended her barrage, as planned. As the army moved up the road into the city, she
surveyed the damage she’d inflicted. It looked like she’d cut their number in
half. Not bad, she thought. The city defenders should have no trouble taking
care of the rest. 


Cyclone moved to the front of the building and watched the
army go by below. Almost a half hour passed, and she was sure the front lines
had to be reaching the city square by then. Sure enough, she heard the city’s
belltowers start ringing moments later: that was the signal. 


Archers opened fire from upper-level windows, picking off
the soldiers below. It took several moments for the troops to realize what was
happening, but then they sent people into the buildings to take out the
archers. But the city guards were waiting for them. Their commander had
assigned a handful of men to every building that housed an archer. 


The archers continued their work, picking off the Foslanders
one at a time. When the men who’d gone into the buildings failed to return,
they sent more in after them. Had their commanders not yet realized they were
sending them to their slaughter? Cyclone almost thought this had been too easy.



 


Battleaxe had found the commander of the Arthos city guard
surprisingly easy to work with. She’d gone into their planning meeting
expecting him to resist her every suggestion—because she was an outsider, and
worse, a female. But apparently, he’d heard of her and some of the campaigns
she’d led and knew she’d trained at the Bastion, so was perfectly willing to
defer to her. 


Arthos was not laid out the traditional way, so the usual
tactics didn’t apply. It was vastly larger than any other city in Dorshire or
Maeda, had no walls, and there was no castle. But if Fosland wanted to take the
city, that meant capturing or killing the assembly. They couldn’t leave town,
because that would amount to a surrender. So, Battleaxe had them holed up in
the council building, and she’d placed protective shield spells around the
structure. Henry’s army would have to get through her to get to them. 


They had Cyclone positioned by the western entry to the
city, and she’d give them hell on their way in. Ideally, she would cut their
numbers in half. 


The city guard didn’t stand a chance against the Foslanders
in a pitched battle. But the city’s layout afforded them an opportunity to
engage in some unconventional tactics. Battleaxe had the city’s forces hiding
in the buildings along the west road through the city. The plan was to have
them ambush whatever remained of the enemy army as it marched to the center
square. 


Finally, she’d positioned the guard’s most elite fighters
here in the square with her. They would finish off any troops that made it this
far. And the three non-sorcerer mages from the university were here, too, along
with several wizards and witches who worked for Arthos, ready to cover
Battleaxe and the guards. 


If all went according to plan, they’d decimate Henry’s army
and save the city. They did have a backup plan, but Battleaxe felt confident
they wouldn’t need to resort to that. 


Vision had provided them with plenty of warning in advance
of the army’s arrival. And when Battleaxe spotted the storm clouds and
lightning in the distance, she knew Cyclone had engaged them. 


Finally, the first troops reached the center square.
Battleaxe had to give them credit. Despite everything Cyclone had thrown at
them, they remained focused and organized. She almost felt bad carrying out the
rest of their plan. 


But as the soldiers poured into the square, Battleaxe let go
of her conscious self and entered her combat trance. The Foslanders attacked
with their swords, and she wielded her weapons as if they were an extension of
herself. Her awareness encompassed only the immediate threats, her response
guided by her years of training and practice. She made no decisions, exerted no
will, instead allowing her body to react to every attack on its own.


Time seemed to slow down, and Battleaxe was merely an
observer. Her axes deflected every cut and thrust, then severed limbs and
heads. Minutes might have gone by, or hours, she couldn’t tell. But then she
fell out of her trance when the attacks stopped. 


Looking around the square, Battleaxe realized that the
troops had given up trying to defeat her, directing their onslaught at the city
guards instead. They fought well, and the mages hidden in the surrounding
buildings assisted, mostly using fire spells to incinerate the enemy soldiers
from within. 


Battleaxe was about to throw herself back into the fray, but
that’s when she heard the roaring in the distance. The rest of the combatants
had heard it, too, and the center square grew still and quiet as the fighting
stopped. Moving toward the west road, Battleaxe searched for the source of the
sound. And that’s when she spotted them. Beasts that were supposed to exist
only in myth and legend. But there they were: dragons flying over the outskirts
of the city and breathing fire on the buildings lining the road. The same
structures the city guards were using for cover. 


Battleaxe hoisted both weapons over one shoulder, then
pulled out her mirror to contact the university. 


 


Khaldun was sitting at the table in the council chamber,
across from Madeline and a couple of the other governors. They’d heard from
Vision that morning that the armies headed to Greenfield and Strom would arrive
that day, and that the army assigned to Arthos was finally getting ready to
move. 


As the day had worn on, they’d received troubling updates.
Princess Cassandra hadn’t been able to raise as many levies as she’d hoped,
largely, she believed, because of the short notice they’d been given. So,
they’d gone into that battle expecting to evacuate, and that was indeed how it
had gone. Vision and Mist were now holed up in a hidden cavern with the
princess, her household, and their levies. 


The news from Strom was worse. At first, it had seemed that
the combined forces from Strom and Highgate would decimate the enemy army. Then
the dragons arrived. Nobody had seen that coming, and none of them knew how to
fight such a beast. So, they’d improvised, and managed to drive the monsters
off, but not before they’d turned the tide. In the end, the Foslanders had
successfully besieged the castle, and seemed content to trap its occupants
inside for the time being. They had siege engines ready to go, but had not yet
employed them. 


Khaldun figured the dragon he and Syllith had seen perched
on top of the Darkhold had to have something to do with the ones in the attack,
but didn’t know what the connection might be. He had mentioned this to
Madeline, but she didn’t know, either. 


And the last they’d heard, the third army was on its way to
Arthos. Battleaxe had devised a clever plan to use the city layout to their
advantage. 


Yet, still, there had been no sign of Dredmort or Nineve,
and seven of Fosland’s eleven wraiths were still unaccounted for. Vision could
find them nowhere. Khaldun had flown patrols around the university’s territory
several times that day, but had no more success than Vision. And Khaldun was
able to bring all his senses to bear, unlike Vision, but still found no sign of
the missing forces. He’d flown low over the areas outside the university’s
lands, hoping to locate the wraiths by the telltale sense of dread that always
came when they were near. But he’d sensed nothing. 


Khaldun thought his nerves might drive him mad. It was so
frustrating to sit here, waiting for news, without being able to do anything to
help. He got to his feet and started pacing back and forth across the room, and
finally, Madeline suggested that he go fly another patrol. 


Heading out of the building, Khaldun unfurled his carpet and
took to the sky. He flew north, out beyond the barrier, then moved in low over
the border territory in Stiles. From there, he headed east, then turned south
when he reached the Mayne, flying low over the river. Maybe the missing
Foslanders would attack by water? Anything was possible. But Khaldun sensed no
spells. 


He turned west, heading over land again once he’d reached
the border with Roses. But here, too, he found no evidence of hidden troops,
mages, or wraiths. Reaching the border with Perrin, he continued his course
around the university, finally completing the circuit back in Stiles. Though he
felt certain the Foslanders had to be out there somewhere, he could find no
sign of them. He hadn’t ventured too far into any of the other princedoms,
though, and suspected they were holding their people back precisely because
they wanted to avoid detection—until they were ready to attack. That’s what
they’d done with the armies headed to Greenfield, Arthos, and Strom, the only
difference being that the university and its allies had detected those
forces. 


Khaldun returned to the quad, rolled up his carpet, and
headed back into the administrative building. Leaving his carpet leaning
against the wall outside the door, he went into the council chamber—and stopped
short. Sitting across from Madeline were Allure and Semblant. They turned to
see who had come in, but said nothing. Khaldun sat at the far end of the table,
as far from them as possible. 


Allison and Mira had each had a lesson with Allure that
morning, and the sorcerer had continued to act as if everything were normal.
But she and Khaldun hadn’t engaged in conversation since the night he visited
her house. 


“Any news?” Khaldun asked Madeline. 


“None since you left,” she replied. 


Moments later, Khaldun heard footsteps approaching from the
corridor. Turning, he saw Syllith enter the room, then freeze in her tracks
when she spotted Allure and Semblant. But she recovered quickly, taking a seat
next to Khaldun. 


He updated her on everything that had transpired so far in
Strom, Greenfield, and Arthos. She took it all in, her expression grave, but said
nothing. They sat in uncomfortable silence for several minutes, until finally,
someone reached out to Madeline through her mirror.


“Battleaxe,” she said, gazing into the glass. 


“We require assistance—the battle was ours but then four
dragons showed up. They’re burning down the buildings lining the west road.
We’re making a stand in the city square, but I don’t know how long we’ll last.”



“We’ll send reinforcements immediately,” Madeline said.
“Battleaxe, are you there? Battleaxe?” She turned to the others. “Arthos needs
our help.” 


“I’ll go,” said Khaldun, getting to his feet. 


“Me, too,” said Semblant, rising from his chair. 


Allure and Syllith gazed at each other for a moment, then
Allure said, “I’ll remain here. We can’t weaken the university’s defenses any
further.” 


“I’ll stay, too,” said Syllith. 


“They may need to evacuate, in which case we’ll need to send
as many carpets as possible,” said Madeline. “With Warhammer and Allure here,
we should be all right.” 


Syllith shook her head. “I need to be here if Fosland
attacks.” Getting to her feet, she added to Khaldun, “I’ll walk you out.” 


Khaldun turned to Semblant and said, “I’ve encountered a
dragon before. Cancel the air beneath them. It’ll rob them of their lift, and
they’ll fall from the sky.” 


Semblant gazed at him for a moment, then nodded. Khaldun
followed Syllith out of the building, grabbing his carpet on the way out. They
trotted down the steps and moved out of the way, watching Allure and Semblant
as they exited the building and hurried off toward the governors’ mansions. 


Once they were out of earshot, Syllith said, “I don’t trust
this. With almost everyone gone, and all three cities under siege, this would
be the perfect time for Allure to act. Do whatever you need to do in Arthos,
then get back here as quickly as you can.” 


“I will.” 


“I’m going to contact Enigma and ask him to return with Sage
immediately. We’re going to need all the help we can get.” 


“Watch yourself,” Khaldun told her. “If Allure is the
traitor, she might try taking you out before making her move. She knows we
suspect her.” 


Syllith nodded. “I’m going to find Warhammer. She won’t try
anything if we’re together.” 


“Good luck,” he said. 


“You, too, sorcerer,” she replied with a grim smile. 


Khaldun unfurled his carpet and took off into the sky. He
flew as fast as he could toward Arthos as the sun neared the horizon. He
spotted the city from afar by the flames rising from its western quarter. As he
drew closer, he saw the four dragons laying waste to everything around the west
road. Their flames were spreading, though, and if they didn’t do something, the
entire city would burn. 


Khaldun was about to cancel the air beneath one of the
beasts, but then thought better of it. The dragons would do even more damage if
they crashed inside the city. Instead, he hurled a jet of fire at the closest
one. The flames didn’t seem to harm it, but it bellowed in rage before banking
hard and pursuing Khaldun. He flew fast, leading it out of the city. The dragon
gave chase, trying to incinerate him as they flew; Khaldun stayed ahead of the
flames. 


Once they’d moved beyond the city limits, he dodged out of
the way, then canceled the air below the dragon. The beast fell out of the sky,
howling in rage. Khaldun watched it crash into the ground, tumbling tail over
snout, then flew back into Arthos. 


Khaldun spotted Semblant heading north, leading one of the
other dragons away from the city. He shot flames at the third, then raced out
of the city again once he was sure it was following. As they approached the
river, Khaldun called air again, robbing the beast of its lift. It roared as it
fell, and Khaldun spotted the rider on its back. 


He took off to lure the last dragon, but Semblant got to it
first. But as Khaldun circled above the city, he spotted one of the others
heading directly toward him. Dragons were notoriously tough, so he wasn’t too
surprised that its fall hadn’t caused significant injury. This time, he didn’t
have to do anything to attract its attention—it was hunting him. Khaldun raced
to the south, then knocked the dragon out of the air again once they were clear
of the city. 


In the end, he and Semblant had to rob the animals of their
flight a couple more times before they finally gave up. The rider fled south on
his steed, and the other three followed. Khaldun followed for a while, giving
them a wide berth, to see if they’d return. Once he was sure they weren’t
coming back, Khaldun headed back to the city. Semblant had already gone to work
canceling the flames now engulfing the city. Khaldun assisted, and after
several minutes, they managed to put out all the fires. 


Khaldun headed to the center square. He found the battle
raging, dozens of Henry’s men fighting the remnant of the city guard, and
spotted a giant knot of combatants near the council building. At its center,
Battleaxe moved like a whirlwind, wielding her weapons so fast they were a
blur. Every soldier who came close fell to her blades; Khaldun had never
witnessed anything like it. 


Khaldun landed in the square, Semblant right behind him.
Somehow, Battleaxe seemed to sense their arrival, because at that moment, she
called a shield spell around herself and dropped to one knee. At the same
moment, a tornado came out of nowhere, flinging the Foslanders around the
sorcerer into the air. Then the twister faded, and Battleaxe ran over to meet
Khaldun and Semblant. 


“The Foslanders outnumber the remaining city guard at least
five to one,” she told them. “Cyclone and I have been taking out as many as we
can, but they’re using our own tactics against us, hiding in the nearby
buildings until they’re needed.” 


“What about your other mages?” 


“They’ve taken positions in the surrounding structures, too,
but the Foslander mages have kept them neutralized. Hopefully with you two
here, we can turn the tide.” 


Just then, a group of Foslanders charged toward them.
Khaldun gathered a fire spell, but Battleaxe went to work before he could throw
it. She moved through the soldiers with incredible speed, cutting them down
with her axes. 


Khaldun got back on his carpet and rose twenty feet in the
air. Then he started incinerating enemy soldiers one at a time. Semblant
changed himself into a giant, and his carpet into a club. Khaldun hadn’t known
he could transform anything but himself, but realized that made sense—he’d have
to alter his clothing, so why not his carpet? He wondered if he could change
objects from afar, too, but the answer would have to wait. Semblant stomped
around the square, swinging his weapon back and forth, batting the Foslanders through
the air, and, Khaldun thought, probably crushing their skulls on impact. He
couldn’t see where Cyclone was, but was certain she was the one picking off
soldiers at random with lightning bolts. 


Twenty minutes later, the fight was over and won. The last
enemy commander surrendered, turning himself and his remaining men over to the
city guard. Fewer than a hundred Foslanders remained; Khaldun knew they’d
started this battle with over two thousand soldiers, and felt appalled. The
loss of life was tragic, and ultimately pointless for the Foslanders.


Khaldun landed in the square. Semblant’s club changed back
into a carpet when he dropped it on the ground, and he returned to his normal
size. Cyclone emerged from one of the buildings, marching an enemy witch and
wizard in front of her; she’d confiscated their wands. Fosland’s other two
mages emerged from across the square and surrendered as well. 


“What became of their wraiths?” Khaldun asked Battleaxe. 


“We think they fled when Cyclone unleashed her wrath at the
start of the battle, but we’re not sure,” she replied with a shrug. “We haven’t
seen them since then.” 


“We should get back to the university,” said Semblant. 


“Yes, right away,” Khaldun agreed. He still didn’t know what
to make of the sorcerer. Although he’d certainly done his part to help claim
victory against Fosland here, he couldn’t help but wonder if he’d be
fighting for the other side once they’d returned to the university. “Will you
and Cyclone be joining us?” 


Battleaxe considered it for a moment, gazing around the
square. “Take Cyclone and the rest of the university mages with you. I’ll
remain here, just in case the wraiths return. I’ve still got the mirror, so
I’ll contact Madeline if anything comes up.” 


Semblant took off and flew away without another word. 


“What’s with him?” Battleaxe asked. 


“I wish I knew,” Khaldun replied with a sigh. 


Battleaxe went to confer with Cyclone. She seemed reluctant
to leave, but agreed in the end. Khaldun got her and the other three mages
positioned on his carpet, waved goodbye to Battleaxe, and then shot into the
sky and sped south. 


 


 










Chapter Twenty-one: Murder


 


Khaldun dreaded what they might discover at the university.
He half-expected to find the protective barrier gone and the campus in flames.
It was dark by the time they’d arrived, so it was impossible to see much, but
there was no sign of trouble. The barrier was still in place, at least, and
Khaldun had to open a portal to fly through, closing it again behind him. 


He landed in front of the quad, tucked his carpet into the
void, and went inside the main building with Cyclone and the others. They found
Madeline in the council chamber with a couple of the other governors. Khaldun
started telling her what had happened in Arthos, but she stopped him—Battleaxe
had already updated her. 


Madeline told them that all was well at the university, and
as recently as an hour before their arrival, Vision had seen no evidence of an
enemy force approaching the territory. Khaldun remained skeptical, however. It
was hard to shake the feeling of impending doom. But the siege continued at
Strom with no attempt by Fosland to take the castle, and Vision’s group was
safe in their cavern. The Foslanders held Castle Greenfield, and the river
front region, but hadn’t pursued them. 


Khaldun headed over to Enigma’s house. Warhammer was just
leaving as Khaldun approached the front entry. “Hello,” he said. The sorcerer
only grunted in response. He seemed annoyed. 


Going inside, Khaldun found Syllith trotting down the steps
to meet him. They sat down at the dining room table. 


“What’s wrong with Warhammer?” he asked. 


“He thinks I’m overly suspicious of Allure and Semblant.” 


“Does he believe we’re wrong to expect an attack here?” 


“No, he agrees about that.” 


“Then who does he think is the traitor?” 


“He’s not convinced there is one,” she said with a shrug. “I
even told him about my conversations with Nyro, but he thinks she only told me
about a traitor to manipulate me and sow distrust among the governors.”  


“How does he think they’d get through the barrier if there’s
no traitor?” 


“He pointed out that if Dredmort used the first artifact to
contact Nyro, she could have taught him a way to take the barrier down from the
outside.” 


“I thought that wasn’t possible?” said Khaldun. 


“In theory, it’s not. But it’s Nyro we’re talking about, so
who knows?” 


“Has Warhammer destroyed the new artifact?” 


“Yes. Just a little while ago.” 


Khaldun felt a twinge of doubt—she’d told him once before
that she’d had it destroyed. But he didn’t sense anything tucked into the void
around her. He’d have to check the hiding place in the library before he left. “Vision
told Madeline that he’s seen no evidence of an imminent attack here.” 


“We haven’t seen anything, either. I flew patrol a few
times, and Warhammer reluctantly kept an eye on Allure’s house when I was out.”



“Could we be wrong? I’m sure Henry will attack us at some
point, but maybe sacking the three cities was the real goal—for now, anyway.” 


“I’ve been second-guessing this, too,” she told him. “But we
must remain vigilant. Two of the missing wraiths showed up in Arthos, but then
disappeared again. So, we still have seven unaccounted for. Plus Dredmort and
Nineve. And only Greenfield was a rout for them. They would have lost in Strom
were it not for the dragons, and they did lose in Arthos despite them.
It’s not like Henry to be overconfident. Keeping Dredmort, Nineve, and the
majority of the wraiths out of those conflicts must mean that they’re up to
something else.” 


Khaldun considered this for a moment. “Semblant transformed
into a giant in the battle, and turned his carpet into a club. I didn’t realize
he could do that, but I guess it makes sense, as he has to alter his clothing
when he shapeshifts.” 


“Yes, that’s correct,” Syllith replied. 


“Can he transform things from a distance?” 


“No, he has to be touching something to alter it. And
anything he changes returns to its original form as soon as he breaks contact.”



“Yes, his club did turn back into a carpet the moment he
dropped it,” Khaldun said with a nod. “Did you reach Enigma?” 


“Yes, but he can’t leave the Pythan border yet. They found
some significant breaches in the wards near one of the watchtowers, so he and
Sage need to patch those, first.” 


“What does he think about the damage the monks are doing at
the temple?”


“He agrees that the spells they’re using wouldn’t work
there. But he’ll go take a look for himself when he gets a chance.” 


Khaldun nodded. “So… I guess now, we wait?” 


“Unfortunately, that’s all we can do,” Syllith agreed. “Are
you hungry? Archibald should have dinner ready any minute, now.” 


Khaldun realized that he was famished, so he agreed to stay.
This also gave him an opportunity to go upstairs and check the library while
they were waiting for their food. But there was nothing tucked into the void
there, either. It seemed the artifact was truly gone this time. 


After dinner, Khaldun headed over to the dorm to see Mira.
He found her curled up in her bed. Allison wasn’t there.


“What’s wrong?” he asked, sitting beside her. 


Mira sighed. “It’s been a long day. What happened in
Arthos?” 


Khaldun gave her the full story. “How was Allure during your
lesson today?” he asked when he was done. 


“Totally normal. We kept working on expanding my null. Oh,
and its resting state has increased to about twenty feet in diameter.” 


“Resting state?” 


“If I do nothing to control it. Before I got here, it was
only a few feet across. But it’s been growing. Allure wants me to work on
keeping my channels closed during the day to avoid interfering with people
practicing magic.” 


“What happens when you’re asleep?” 


“There’s nothing I can do then. My null will be there.” 


“Did Allison have a lesson today?” 


“Oh, she sure did.” 


“What does that mean?” 


“Allure took her out to the pastures and had her work on
summoning ghouls.” 


“Are you kidding me? After what happened the other night?” 


“Especially after that,” said Mira. “Allure wanted to
make sure she learned how to control it. So, she taught her how to banish it. I
guess she did it a few times with Allure. But Allison wanted to work on it
more, so she begged me to go with her.” 


“Why did she need you?”


“Well, she didn’t for the ghoul. Khaldun, she has total
control of it now. She had me close my channels, and then she summoned one, and
it tried to attack us. But she stopped it. Forced the thing to charge across
the pasture. And then she banished it.”


“Impressive,” said Khaldun. 


“Well, that wasn’t enough for her. She wanted to try
summoning a demon. And that’s why she wanted me there.” 


“What?” 


“Allure taught her how to summon and banish one, but didn’t
let her try it yet. So, Allison wanted to work on it before her next lesson. And
she wanted me there to help in case she lost control.” 


“So, what happened?” 


“Nothing,” said Mira. “I refused to help. I told her she was
mad. But she wasn’t willing to try it without me there. We ended up having a
huge argument.” 


“Where is she now?” 


“She went to stay with Dana—she was so angry with me. I feel
bad, but I was scared. And I can’t believe she wanted to experiment with a
demon after what happened to her in Spanbrook.”


“Agreed,” Khaldun said with a sigh. 


“Do you think you could go talk to her? This was her room
way before it was mine—it’s not right that she feels she can’t stay here. We
only had a disagreement—there’s no reason for her not to return.” 


“Sure, I’ll see what I can do. Where does Dana live?” 


Mira told him where to find the house, and Khaldun headed
out. Walking to the front of the quad, he continued across the grounds to the
main road. He continued east along that for several minutes, then found the
little yellow cottage where Dana lived. He knocked on the door, and the witch
answered moments later. 


“I’m sorry to disturb you,” said Khaldun. “But I was hoping
to talk to Allison. Is she here?” 


Dana nodded and let him inside. Allison was sitting on the
floor in front of the fireplace, staring into the flames. 


“Are you all right?” Dana asked Allison. 


Allison shot her a smile. “Yes. Thank you.” 


“I’ll be in my bedroom if you need me.” 


Dana left them alone, and Khaldun sat in a plush chair
facing Allison. 


“Mira told me what happened today.” Allison didn’t say
anything. “She feels bad for making you feel like you had to leave. It was your
room first, after all.” 


“I know. I just wanted some time to cool off.” 


“Mira was scared. And I can’t say that I blame her. The two
of us had an encounter with a demon once, and the experience was terrifying.” 


Allison scoffed. “You don’t need to tell me…” 


“I know. I was—” 


“You don’t know! Myrddin’s demon terrorized me for months!
It used Nomad to rape me! I know you were there at the end, and perhaps that
wasn’t your first experience with such a monster. But I endured a living hell
with a demon that had fixated on me. To this day, I have nightmares about it.” 


“Mira told me. But in light of that, I’m having trouble
understanding why—” 


“Why I’d want to summon one now?” Khaldun nodded. “Because
I’m terrified of it. I have to face that fear or I’ll never get over it. Allure
told me I possess within me the power to rival Nyro one day. And she taught me
how to summon and banish a demon. 


“Myrddin’s demon shattered me. Stole my confidence. Planted
this seed of terror inside of me. And the only way I can put myself back
together is to take control of this power I allegedly have and use it to face
my fear head-on.


“But despite what you and Mira think, I’m not mad.
I’m not willing to try it by myself. But with Mira’s null, we’d be perfectly
safe. If I lose control of the thing, she can stop it from harming us—or
possessing us.” 


Khaldun sighed. “I understand. But why not wait until you
can do it with Allure?” 


“She doesn’t think I’m ready yet. But I know I am. My power
has grown so much since she started working with me. I want Mira there as a
precaution, but I’m certain I can do this.” 


“All right. Come on,” said Khaldun, getting to his feet.
“Let’s do this.” 


“Now?” 


“Yes, why not?” 


“But what about Mira—” 


“I’ll talk to her.” 


Allison hesitated a moment longer, but then stood up and ran
over to Dana’s room to let her know that she was leaving. Then, she headed out
the door with Khaldun. They reached the dorm, and he suggested that she wait in
the corridor for a moment. He went into the room and sat down on the bed with
Mira again. 


“That was fast,” she said. “Did you talk to her?” 


“I did,” said Khaldun, taking a deep breath. “And I think we
should help her with the demon. She’s waiting in the corridor.” 


“What?” Mira replied. “Khaldun, no! Have you
forgotten what happened with the ghoul? My null didn’t stop it!” 


“That’s different—ghouls have physical form, like us. Your
null couldn’t prevent it from using its body but it did rob it of magic.
Demons have no physical form of their own. They’re more powerful than ghouls,
but can interact with our world only through magic. And your null would
cripple it. The demon will not be able to possess us or do us any harm.” 


Mira locked eyes with him. “You’re certain?” 


“Yes, I am. Normally, I would do everything I could to
dissuade Allison from trying this. And she doesn’t wish to attempt it unless
you’re there. Only your presence can ensure our safety.” 


“All right,” Mira said with a sigh. “I hope I don’t end up
regretting this. If Madeline finds out, we could end up in serious trouble.” 


“We’ll have to make sure she doesn’t find out,” Khaldun said
with a grin. 


They met Allison in the corridor, then headed out of the
building. Allison led them out to the pastures. The field was awash in moonlight,
and there was nobody else around. 


“I want to try this without your assistance at first,”
Allison told Mira. “So, you’ll need to close your channels of power. But if I
lose control of it, then we’ll need your null.” 


Mira nodded. She focused for a moment, then said, “They’re
closed.” 


Allison held her arms out to her sides, a look of steely
determination on her face. There was a crack of thunder, and Khaldun heard a
low moaning sound emanating from somewhere across the pasture. Finally, he
spotted a shadow growing out of the ground, quickly growing to more than twenty
feet tall. It looked like smoke at first, but formed the shape of a human, its
eyes glowing red. 


The demon drifted toward them, and Khaldun felt an icy chill
run down his spine. Allison held out one hand toward the monster, and it froze,
howling in rage. It began twisting and writhing in the air, seemingly trying to
escape Allison’s control. 


Allison grunted with the effort, but held the demon in
check. But suddenly, it fought her off with a burst of power, knocking Allison
to the ground. It flew over her, and Khaldun was about to tell Mira to open her
channels, but then Allison regained control. Getting to her feet, she drove the
demon back. The monster howled again, struggling against Allison’s magic. 


“That’s enough,” said Khaldun. “You’ve proven your mastery over
it, now send it back to the spirit realm!” 


Allison nodded, taking a deep breath and holding out both
hands toward the monster. But then she lost control again. The demon shot
toward Khaldun. At the same moment, Mira screamed, and the demon passed right
through him—he knew she must have opened her channels. Turning, Khaldun found
the demon hovering directly in front of him, its burning red eyes boring into
him. Mira’s null had made it impossible for the demon to possess him. 


“Close your channels and let me try again,” said Allison. 


“Are you sure?” asked Mira, a quaver in her voice. Allison fixed
her gaze on the demon, both arms extended toward it, and nodded. “They’re
closed.” 


The demon shot toward Allison, but then froze, struggling to
free itself from her control. But then it turned back into smoke, slowly
dissipating in the breeze. Allison swooned, but Khaldun caught her before she
hit the ground. 


“Are you all right?” he asked, helping her back to her feet.
He realized she was sweating. 


“Yes, thank you,” she said, standing on her own and smiling.
“The effort drained me. But I did it! Thank you both for the help—I needed
this.” 


“We made a good team,” Mira told her. 


“Yes, we did,” Allison said, hugging her. “I apologize for
shouting at you earlier.” 


“Me, too,” said Mira. “I was scared, but you’ve shown that
we both possess more power than we might have believed.” 


Khaldun walked back to the dorm with them, relieved to put
this experience behind him. He understood Allison’s need to face her fear, but
was not eager to do it again. 


They sat up late chatting about the day’s events, but finally
grew tired and went to bed. Khaldun lay next to Mira, and she fell asleep in
his arms. But he found he was too anxious to sleep. He wondered if even now,
Fosland was preparing to attack. 


After a couple of hours of tossing and turning, he finally
gave up. Slipping out of bed, he donned his robes, grabbed his carpet, and
headed outside. Shooting into the sky, he passed through the barrier and flew
around the perimeter of the university’s lands. And this time, as he passed low
over the border with Roses, he felt a sense of dread wash over him: there were
wraiths nearby. 


The feeling passed. Khaldun made himself invisible and
circled back around, flying lower over the area where he’d first sensed them.
The sense of dread was stronger this time—there had to be more than one wraith.



He sensed magic, here, too. Focusing on it, he realized that
it was a massive invisibility spell. Removing the magic, Khaldun gasped. There
were hundreds of troops gathered below, only a matter of yards from the
barrier. It wasn’t an entire army, but there were more than enough troops to
overrun the university. Khaldun spotted seven wraiths, along with half a dozen
mages, but didn’t see Dredmort or Nineve among them. Four of the wraiths were
positioned at the four corners around the area that had been covered by the
spell. They must have realized they were visible, because they put the spell
back in place moments later. 


Khaldun headed toward the river—he didn’t want to risk
opening a portal in the barrier so close to the enemy forces. But at that
moment, something massive came out of nowhere, flying on a course similar to
his, and Khaldun ran into it before he could react. The impact disoriented him
and he lost control of the carpet—and his invisibility spell. Losing altitude,
he finally managed to recast the magic that kept him aloft.  


But an instant later, there was an ear-splitting roar, and a
jet of fire shot toward him. It took all his focus to cancel the flames, and he
lost control of the carpet again. Plummeting earthward, he tried to climb, but
it was too late. Grazing the treetops, his spells unraveled, and he tumbled
through the branches. His impact on the ground knocked the wind out of him; his
carpet landed on top of him. 


Throwing it off and scrambling to his feet, Khaldun heard
another roar. Gazing skyward, he spotted giant wings streaking by through the
openings between the branches. That could only have been a dragon. 


Khaldun had to warn Syllith and the others. Making himself
invisible again, he got back on his carpet and flew low through the trees. The
dragons seemed to be searching for him—they roared several more times, and he
spotted them through the branches flying back and forth. 


Khaldun finally reached a clearing and shot into the sky. He
spotted the dragons circling the area, and it did seem like they were searching
for him. Khaldun canceled the air beneath the closest one, and it roared its
fury as it tumbled toward the ground. He knocked the other three out of the
sky, then sped off toward the river. 


Turning north, he opened a portal in the barrier, flew
through it, then closed it again behind him. At least the barrier was still in
place—maybe he could warn Syllith and the others before someone removed it. 


It was late, so Khaldun flew as fast as he could to the
governors’ mansions. Everyone would probably be asleep at this hour. Reaching
Enigma’s house, he tucked his carpet into the void and ran inside, calling out
for Syllith. There was no answer, so he ran up to her bedroom. But she wasn’t
there—the bed was still made. 


“Shit,” he muttered. He tried contacting her with his
mirror, but couldn’t reach her. 


Running back outside, he hurried over to Warhammer’s house.
He banged on the door several times, but there was no answer. Khaldun didn’t
have time for this. He used his magic to unlock it, then ran inside. 


“Warhammer?” he called out. There was no answer. Calling a
flame to light his way, he ran upstairs and found the sorcerer lying in his
bed. “Warhammer?” he repeated, but the man didn’t stir. Stepping closer to the
bed, Khaldun froze and gasped. Warhammer was lying flat on his back, the covers
pushed down by his feet. There was a gaping wound in his chest, and blood all
over the sheets. The sorcerer was dead. 


Khaldun stumbled back across the room, panic threatening to
overwhelm him. The barrier was still intact, but someone had murdered
Warhammer. There had to be a traitor in their midst. 


Khaldun ran outside again, then stopped in his tracks,
staring at Allure’s house. There was light inside. He still worried that she or
Semblant could be traitors, but neither was he convinced. After a moment of
indecision, Khaldun finally headed to the front door. If they were turncoats,
then maybe he could stop them before they took down the barrier and let Henry’s
troops enter the university. And avenge Warhammer, he thought, feeling rage
bubbling up inside him now. 


Khaldun pounded on the front door, ready for anything. But
there was no answer. He tried again, but it remained silent inside. Finally, he
tried the door. It was locked, but he used his magic to open it. 


Stepping into the entryway, he scanned the area, but didn’t
see anyone. He creeped through the dining room and kitchen, but found no sign
of anyone being home. 


“Allure?” he called out. “Semblant?” 


There was no answer. A sense of dread washed over him—what
if someone had murdered them? He hurried up the steps and checked the
bedrooms, but there was nobody here, and the beds were still made. 


Khaldun sighed with relief; he’d been expecting the worst. Hurrying
back out of the house, he gazed around at the other mansions for a moment. He
had no idea who lived where, and Cyclone was the only other sorcerer still on
campus. But at this hour, the rest of the governors would probably be home,
too. He decided to wake everyone he could find. 


Running over to the next house, he banged on the door a
couple of times, then let himself inside when there was no answer. Hurrying up
to the bedrooms, he found nobody home. 


Khaldun found Madeline at the next house, and warned her
about the troops waiting outside the border, and Warhammer’s murder. Her eyes
registered shock, but also grim resolve. 


“We need to alert the others,” she said. 


“Neither Allure nor Syllith is home. Where does Cyclone live?”
he asked. 


Cyclone wasn’t a governor, so didn’t live in any of the
mansions. But her cottage was located only a little farther west. Khaldun
pulled his carpet out of the void and launched into the sky. Landing right in
front of Cyclone’s house, he pounded on the door, but there was no answer.
Unlocking it, he rushed inside.  


“Cyclone? Are you home?” 


The sorcerer emerged from her bedroom, her eyes sleepy and
confused. “What the hell are you doing here?”


“I’m sorry—we’re under attack. There are enemy troops just
beyond our southern border, and someone murdered Warhammer in his sleep—we think
there must be a traitor.” 


“Shit,” she muttered. 


“Madeline’s gone to wake up the other governors,” he told
her. “We should regroup with them.”  


Cyclone nodded and followed Khaldun out the door. Once
they’d taken positions on the carpet, he flew them over to the governors’
mansions; Khaldun spotted Madeline exiting a house with one of the other
governors. The rest were gathered outside, so he landed nearby.


Khaldun was about to suggest that they go find Syllith,
Allure, and Semblant, but at that moment, there was ear-piercing thunderclap,
and the ground shook beneath feet. The sky grew bright momentarily, then dark
again. Looking up, Khaldun saw the barrier spell unraveling. There was a circle
of fire high above them that grew larger and larger as it traveled down the
protective dome. 


“Oh, no…” Khaldun said, his heart hammering in his chest. 


 


 


 


 










Chapter Twenty-two: Downfall


 


Khaldun watched in terror as the barrier dissolved the rest
of the way. Then horns sounded in the distance, and he knew the troops were coming.
He heard roaring coming from the south and said, “The dragons are on their way
with the soldiers. We’ve got to move!” 


“We need to evacuate the students,” said Madeline. “If we
can find Syllith and Semblant, then we can use all three carpets to transport
them.” 


“To where?” asked one of the other governors. 


“We should take them to Arthos,” Cyclone suggested.
“Battleaxe is still there. Fosland failed to take the city. And it’s close
enough that we can get there quickly by carpet, but it would be a day’s march
for those troops.” 


“And the city’s mages would help if it came to a fight,”
said Madeline.


 At that moment, a carpet dropped out of the sky, and
Syllith landed among them. “Here you are,” she said to Khaldun, getting to her
feet. “I couldn’t sleep—I heard roaring nearby and went to find you, but you
weren’t in the dorm. Someone has removed the barrier!” 


Khaldun told her what he’d seen across the border. 


“Dragons…” she said, her eyes wide. 


“We’re going to evacuate the students and take them to
Arthos,” he told her. “Have you seen Semblant?” 


“No,” she replied. “Where are Allison and Mira?” 


“What do you mean—weren’t they in their room?” 


“No, it was empty. I figured you must have taken them
somewhere.” 


“Oh, shit,” Khaldun said, his heart skipping a beat.


“We’ll meet you at the quad,” Syllith said to Madeline. 


 Khaldun jumped onto his carpet and took off into the sky,
Syllith right behind him. He flew to the dorm and jumped off the carpet before
he’d even touched down. Running inside, he hurried to Mira’s room. But Syllith
was right—they were gone. 


Khaldun recalled the magic he’d used at Syllith’s cottage to
view the events that had taken place there, and tried it here, but nothing
happened. Of course, Mira’s null would have prevented anyone from doing magic
and stopped any record of events from forming. 


Khaldun feared the worst, but did his best not to jump to
conclusions. It was possible the dragons’ roaring had awakened them. They could
have simply gone outside to see what was going on. He and Syllith hurried out
of the building. They checked the courtyard and ran out in front of the quad,
but didn’t see Allison or Mira anywhere. 


Pulling out his mirror, Khaldun tried contacting Jezebel. It
took several tries, but finally, her face appeared in the glass. “Have you
heard from Allison?” 


“Yes, right after her lesson with Allure.” 


“You haven’t spoken to her since then?” 


“No, why? What’s wrong?” 


Khaldun gave her a brief rundown of events at the
university. 


“Hang on, I’ll see if I can reach her with my other mirror.”
Jezebel’s face disappeared. She returned a minute later and said, “No luck. But
I’ll keep trying and let you know if I make contact.” 


Khaldun pocketed his mirror. 


“Whoever removed the barrier must have taken them to
Dredmort,” said Syllith. “He’ll use the rite of binding to reassign Allison’s
bond to Henry or himself.” 


Khaldun nodded. This was the same conclusion he was
desperately trying to avoid. But suddenly he gasped, realizing another
possibility. “Unless they used an easier method.”  


Syllith met his gaze, her eyes going wide. “Dana!” 


“Let’s go!” said Khaldun, running out of the room. 


Outside, he mounted his carpet and took off for Dana’s
cottage, Syllith close behind. Landing right in front of the house, he banged
on the door. There was no answer, so he let himself inside, freezing at the
sight before him. 


Dana was lying flat on her back in front of the fireplace,
her throat sliced open from ear to ear. There was a pool of blood around her.
Syllith came in behind him and gasped. 


Unlike at the dorm, Khaldun could feel the echo of magic that
had been performed here. He focused on it for a moment, and the room changed:
Dana’s body and blood disappeared. The door opened behind them, and Dredmort
and Nineve slipped into the room. They hurried over to Dana’s bedroom; Khaldun
and Syllith followed. 


Dana woke, spotted the two mages in her room, and reached
out to grab her wand from the nightstand. But it was too late. Nineve had cast
a spell encasing the witch in a sheet of glowing blue energy. It lifted Dana
off her bed and set her upright in front of Dredmort. Dana screamed, struggling
against the spell.


The wizard held out his staff, muttering an incantation
Khaldun didn’t recognize. Dana went still, her eyes going blank. Dredmort
produced a vial from inside his robes, and nodded to Nineve. She canceled the
spell binding Dana. Uncorking the vial, Dredmort handed it to her and said,
“Drink this.” 


To Khaldun’s shock, Dana complied. She raised it to her
mouth and emptied its contents down her throat. Dredmort spoke another spell,
and Khaldun recognized this one. At the end, the wizard spoke Henry’s name,
then his own, and then Nineve’s. When he was done with the spell, Dana’s body
glowed for a moment. Finally, with a smile, he told Dana to go stand by her
fireplace. 


Dana walked out to the living room and stood before the
hearth. Nineve moved up behind her, a dagger in her hands that Khaldun hadn’t
spotted before. Reaching around the witch’s neck from behind, she cut her
throat. 


“No…” Khaldun said, tears falling down his cheeks.


Dana’s body collapsed on the floor, and Dredmort and Nineve
left the house. 


“He reassigned her line of succession,” Syllith said.
“Allison is bound to Henry, now.” 


“Why did she drink that potion?” Khaldun asked, his voice
cracking. “She could have resisted—” 


“No,” said Syllith, placing her hand on his shoulder. “The
first incantation he used renders its victim susceptible to suggestion. It’s
one of the spells forbidden by the university because it can cause madness.
There’s nothing Dana could have done.” 


Khaldun took a deep breath, trying to calm himself. “We have
to find them. Mira and Allison.” 


“They’ll take Allison to Nyro’s temple in Shifar,” said
Syllith. “The monks have weakened the barrier there, so Allison will be able to
penetrate it and liberate her. But it’ll take them weeks to get there. They
don’t have a carpet.” 


“What if they use the dragons?” 


“Unlikely. It takes years to tame a dragon that way, and
they’re fiercely loyal to their trainer. They won’t allow anyone else to ride
them. We have to get the students and governors to Arthos as quickly as we
can.” 


“Why the governors? They should stay and fight—” 


“No. Think about it. If Dredmort does to them what he did
here, he could take control of all the other sorcerers.” 


Khaldun’s blood froze as he realized the possibilities. “Then
you need to flee, too! If they capture you, they could take Enigma!”


Syllith shook her head. “He’s far away, and I still carry
the poison with me. But we need to hurry.” 


Khaldun followed her out of the cottage. They got on their
carpets and flew to the quad. The dragons were circling the buildings,
breathing fire on the area out front. Khaldun spotted Allure, Semblant, and Cyclone
down on the ground trying to fight them. One of the dragons hit Allure with its
fire, but she’d formed a shield spell that protected her. Several other wizards
and witches had shown up to join the fight, but none of the other governors
were in sight, and the troops hadn’t arrived yet. Syllith and Khaldun set down
next to the others. 


“Where are the governors?” Syllith demanded. 


Allure glared at her, but said, “Inside the main building. I
erected a shield spell around it to keep the Foslanders out.” 


“We need to evacuate them to Arthos,” said Syllith. “And the
students. Can you and Cyclone stay here with the rest of the mages and hold
them off while Semblant, Khaldun, and I take care of the transport?” 


Allure glanced at Semblant; he nodded. “Do it.” 


Allure removed her shield spell from the building, and
Khaldun followed Syllith inside. 


“Can we trust Allure and Semblant?” 


“They were fighting the dragons and protecting the
governors,” she said with a shrug. “You saw it as well as I did. I don’t know
who took down that barrier, but we don’t have time to figure this out right
now. Come on.” 


They found the governors in the council room. Syllith told
them what had happened with Mira, Allison, and Dana, and let them know that it
was time to leave. 


“You have to take the non-governor conjurnors, too,” one of
them said. Her eyes were red and puffy. “Warhammer’s dead—I can remain here and
fight. Let one of the others take my spot.” 


“Very well,” said Syllith. 


Khaldun led the way back outside. As he hurried over to the
carpets, he searched the sky for the dragons. They were still circling the
quad, but had risen high above the buildings. Storm clouds had gathered, and suddenly,
bolts of lightning struck all four beasts. Khaldun realized it must be Cyclone.
The dragons roared in pain, but kept flying. 


Warhammer’s conjurnor went to confer with the rest of the
university’s mages, and one of the others took her place. He ran over to the
carpets.


“Take the governors,” Khaldun said to Syllith. “Semblant and
I will start moving the students.” 


“You’ll need to take the rest of the conjurnors first,” said
Syllith. “So, you’ll only have room for one student on your first trip.” 


Khaldun nodded. 


Syllith positioned her colleagues on her carpet, then wished
Khaldun luck and took off into the sky. Khaldun approached Semblant, still
feeling anxious about working with him. 


“Let’s get the students out of here. I’ll start with the
women’s dorm if you can take care of the men.” 


Semblant nodded and shuffled off. Khaldun addressed the
other mages, and told them he’d be taking the conjurnors to Arthos. The four of
them stepped forward. Khaldun assigned them places on his carpet, then flew
over to the women’s dorm. 


Running inside, he found a group of students huddled there,
staring out the windows. Once he’d explained what was going on, he selected one
of them to join him on the first trip, then asked the others to alert the rest
of the students. 


Going back outside, he repositioned the others on his carpet
to make room for the witch, then sat at the front and launched into the sky. As
they rose above the buildings, he spotted the soldiers and wraiths nearing the
quad. He sped off to the north. 


Khaldun flew as fast as he could, reaching Arthos quicker
than ever. He set down in the center square and unloaded his passengers.
Battleaxe was there with the governors and several of the city’s mages. 


“I just missed Syllith,” she told him. “Take me back to the
university with you.” 


“We’re trying to evacuate everyone—” 


“We shouldn’t give it up so easily,” she said. “I can help.”



Khaldun stared at her weapons hoisted over one shoulder,
recalling how she’d used them here, and nodded. “Let’s go.” 


They mounted his carpet and took off. As they reached the
university, Khaldun could see that the situation had changed. Allure was
standing by the door to the women’s dorm. She’d put a shield spell in place
around it, and was fending off the troops along with several other university
mages. Cyclone had taken the men’s dorm, along with the rest of their mages,
and had put the same protection in place. The wraiths had surrounded each
building and appeared to be working on removing the shield spells. Cyclone
hurled a twister at one of the wraiths, but it had no effect. 


“Drop me right in the middle of the courtyard,” said
Battleaxe. 


Khaldun landed, let her off, then launched again as the
soldiers charged her position. He watched for a moment as the sorcerer
unleashed her fury on the men, her weapons slicing them so fast, they were a
blur. 


Khaldun saw Syllith taking off from the men’s dorm with five
wizards. He landed again right next to Allure. “I need to take the next group
of students. How do I get them out through your spell?” 


Allure held out one hand, creating a shield spell around
him. “Go through the door, and that will merge with the larger spell. The magic
only keeps things out—you’ll have no problem leaving.” 


Khaldun hurried inside and selected five more students. They
went outside and got onto the carpet, then he launched into the air once more.
But on his way up, he heard one of the dragons roar. He formed a shield spell
around them in the nick of time—a jet of dragon fire hit them a moment later,
engulfing them in flames. One of the witches screamed, but the shield held. 


Circling the quad, Khaldun canceled the air beneath the
nearest dragon. The animal roared its rage as it plummeted into the pasture
behind the buildings. Khaldun sped to the north. 


When he returned to the university again, he found the
dragons breathing fire on the dorm buildings, helping the wraiths in their
efforts to break through the shield spells. Allure’s was holding, but Cyclone’s
was starting to show hairline cracks along its surface, glowing bright red.
Khaldun had never seen that type of spell break down before, but those cracks
looked ominous. 


Battleaxe was still in the middle of the courtyard, moving
like a whirlwind. Her victims’ bodies littered the ground. The rest of the
Foslanders continued trying to take out the mages protecting the dorm entries. 


Khaldun flew around the men’s dorm, canceling the air beneath
the two dragons attacking it. They crashed in the pasture, and Khaldun set down
next to Cyclone. 


“Thanks for that,” she said, sweat dripping down her face.
“I couldn’t have held it much longer. The wraiths are bad enough, but the
dragons were too much. I never knew their fire was magical!” 


“I didn’t either,” Khaldun said with a frown. “How did you
determine that?” 


“Normal fire wouldn’t weaken the spell like that,” she said.



Semblant landed then, and Cyclone told him that she’d almost
lost her spell. Semblant grunted, then transformed into a giant, turning his
carpet into a club like he’d done in Arthos. He stomped over to the nearest
wraith and swung his club, launching the monster high into the air. Khaldun
wondered for a moment why that had worked when other magic failed to affect
them, but then remembered that what Semblant did wasn’t an illusion. His
transformations were physical. Once Semblant had taken care of the other three
wraiths, he returned to his normal size and went inside the building. 


Cyclone shot Khaldun a look and shrugged. “That works!”


Khaldun chuckled and ran back over to the women’s dorm,
moving in a wide circle around the knot of soldiers fighting with Battleaxe. He
got inside and selected the next five students. 


It took several more trips to evacuate all the students. But
then Allure reminded them about the horses. Khaldun, Semblant, and Syllith ran
to the stables, each tucking a few of the animals into the void, then made one
more run to Arthos. 


Khaldun returned to the university. He’d knocked a couple of
dragons out of the sky between every trip, but they always returned to the air
again and renewed their assault. But after they’d evacuated the last of the
students, Allure and Cyclone had let their shields fall. The dorm buildings
were now on fire, the flames shooting out the windows. The walls were stone,
but their roofs and contents were combustible. Khaldun watched as the roof over
the men’s dorm collapsed in a shower of sparks. 


The beasts had attacked the administrative and classroom
buildings, too, and the entire quad was burning. From his position high above
the campus, Khaldun could see that they were raining fire down on the
governors’ mansions now. 


Dozens of Foslander corpses lay in the courtyard, but many
dozens more continued the fight. Battleaxe was an island unto herself, her
weapons moving with supernatural speed. Khaldun spotted Allure, Cyclone, and
the rest of their mages huddled in the field behind the quad. The sorcerers had
erected a shield spell around the group, and all seven wraiths were circling
them, trying to break down their defenses. The remaining troops were waiting
nearby, ready to slaughter the mages once the wraiths found a way through. 


Khaldun enclosed himself in a shield spell, then swooped in
low, hitting two of the wraiths with lightning bolts. This had no effect. One
of them threw a jet of fire at him, but his shield spell held. Khaldun circled
around, and on his next pass, called earth, opening a pit beneath one of the
wraiths. The monster fell in, and Khaldun closed the hole. But he knew from
experience the wraith would only need a minute to escape. 


Khaldun had buried two more wraiths by the time Syllith
arrived. She opened a crater beneath another one, but Khaldun’s first one burst
out of the ground moments later. Khaldun tried to think of some way to
incapacitate the wraiths, but came up empty. No spell would work directly on
them. Jezebel had pinned one under a burning tree, and they were ultimately
able to destroy it, but with the mages so close, something like that was risky.



Finally, Semblant arrived. As he landed, he turned himself
into a giant again, and his carpet into a club. Once he’d batted the first two
wraiths into the air, the others fled. Khaldun and Syllith landed as Allure
dropped her shield spell. Semblant hurried over to the troops, swinging his
club through the group, and sending them airborne. Battleaxe emerged from an
alley between the buildings, covered in blood. 


“Are you all right?” Khaldun asked. 


“Yes, I’m fine,” she replied, looking confused. Then she
gazed down at her front side and added with a grin, “It’s not my blood. But
what’s our plan?” 


“Our plan?” asked Allure. “We’ve lost. Look
around—they’ve destroyed the university.” 


“The dragons torched the governor’s mansions, too,” Khaldun
said. 


“We already evacuated everyone,” Syllith replied. “There’s
nothing important there.” 


“Only our homes,” said Allure. “We should retreat to Arthos
with the others. Then we can regroup and decide what to do next.” 


“Dredmort has Allison and probably Mira,” Khaldun told them.
“He murdered Allison’s conjurnor and transferred her bond to Henry. And his
next move will be forcing Allison to free Nyro and bind her to become a
necromancer.” 


“Why would he do that?” said Allure. “Nyro would overpower
her.” 


“We believe Dredmort used the portal artifact to contact
Nyro,” Syllith told her. “And she told him there are ways around that. Whether
it’s true or not, he’s sure to believe it.”  


“Then we have to find Allison and Mira before it’s too
late,” said Allure. 


“There’s nothing we can do tonight,” Syllith replied. “We’ll
never find them in the dark. And Dredmort will be taking Allison to the Temple
of the Goddess in Shifar. Without a carpet, it will take weeks for them to get
there. We have time.” 


“The Temple of the Goddess?” asked Allure. 


“A group of monks broke away from the Ohlam temple in Ulster
to start their own sect,” Syllith explained. “Their temple is in the mountains,
close to the boundary protecting Pytha. They’ve been in communication with
Nyro, and she’s been providing them with instructions to weaken the barrier. Allison
will be able to liberate Nyro there.” 


“Why haven’t you reported any of this to the council?” asked
Allure, her eyes narrowing. 


“I just discovered the temple,” Syllith explained. “I only
arrived here right before the attack.” 


Allure sighed. “We should make sure we’ve got everyone, then
retreat to Arthos. But let’s put out the fires, first. The stone and brick
buildings, at least, can still be salvaged.” 


Khaldun and Syllith took to the air. Khaldun spotted
Semblant chasing the remaining Foslanders toward the southern border. Once
they’d canceled the flames engulfing the main buildings, they flew over to the
governors’ mansions. But it was too late. The homes were all built of wood, and
already mostly destroyed. Khaldun and Syllith canceled the flames, but all that
remained were burnt-out shells. 


Flying circles over the campus, Khaldun tried to locate the
wraiths, but sensed nothing. He figured they must be on their way back to
Fosland. He flew south along the road, hoping to find some sign of Allison and
Mira. But any magical evidence of their passage had been eliminated—if Mira’s
null had allowed any to be created in the first place. And Syllith was right—it
was too dark to see much. He followed the river on his way back to the
university, but saw nothing there, either. 


Landing in the quad, he regrouped with Syllith. Allure and
Cyclone had gone off to do a ground search of all the homes while the others
waited. But finally, they returned, and reported that there was no one left.
When Semblant arrived, they positioned people on the three carpets for the
first trip to Arthos. Allure waited behind with the remaining mages while
Khaldun, Semblant, and Syllith transported the first group. 


Landing in the center square, they found Madeline waiting
for them. She told them that the city assembly had requisitioned the Black
Dragon on the northern end of the city to house the mages. So, they took off
again, dropped their passengers off at the inn, then returned to the
university. 


They were able to take everyone else on the second trip.
Allure rode with Semblant, and Cyclone went with Khaldun. They landed at the
Black Dragon again, and went inside to find their rooms. 


Despite his exhaustion, Khaldun wanted to check in with
Jezebel before going to bed. Pulling out his mirror, he called out her name a
few times. Finally, her face appeared in the glass. Khaldun gave her a more
detailed account of events at the university. Jezebel listened intently, her
expression grim. 


“I still haven’t been able to reach Allison,” she said once
he’d finished. “You have to find them—Allison and Mira both. The prospect of
both of them in Henry’s service is terrifying. But more than that, this is
personal.” 


“I know. We will. But it’s worse than you know… Jez, Allison
knows how to summon ghouls and demons now. She called a demon earlier tonight,
before the attack.” 


“She did what? I can’t believe she would attempt such
a thing. How did she learn to do that?” 


“Allure taught her how, but didn’t think she was ready to
try it. But Allison insisted. So, I convinced Mira to help her—her null renders
the demon powerless. Allison wanted her there in case something went wrong, but
she was able to control it.” 


“That might explain it…” 


“What?” 


“Allison told me that she was planning something that would
enable her to retake control of her life. She was being so cryptic, though. I
asked what it was, but she only said that I’d find out soon enough.” 


Khaldun frowned. “Are you sure she was talking about the
demon?” 


“What else could it have been?” 


Khaldun took a deep breath. “I can’t imagine this would be
true, but you know her far better than I do… Before the attack, Syllith
suggested that Allison could be the traitor. Would she willingly work for
Henry? Could she be the one who took down the barrier?” 


Jezebel opened her mouth to reply, but then considered it
for a moment. “I find it extremely difficult to believe. But I never thought
she would summon a demon, either.” 


“I wonder if someone from Fosland contacted her somehow. Allison
lost a princedom. Perhaps she saw entering Henry’s service as his chief mage as
a way to regain a sense of purpose.” 


Jezebel shook her head. “I can’t believe we’re seriously
contemplating this. If I can get in touch with her, I’ll see what I can find
out.” 


Khaldun said goodnight and collapsed in his bed. His head
hurt; there were so many questions and so few answers. He felt himself sinking
into despair. Despite everything, they’d lost Mira and Allison. And now, it
seemed like Allison might have been the traitor, as much as he didn’t
want to believe it. The university’s destruction was a blow, no doubt. But he
found that he cared only about getting Mira back. Although at this point, he
didn’t feel that their chances of accomplishing this were good. 


 


 










Chapter Twenty-three: The Search


 


Khaldun woke to the sound of someone knocking. He got out of
bed and donned his robes, then opened the door to find Syllith standing there. 


“What time is it?” he asked, rubbing the sleep from his
eyes. 


“About an hour after dawn. Everyone’s gathering in the
common room to discuss our next steps. Come on. There’s food.” 


Khaldun followed her through the building. They reached the
common room to find most of the university’s other mages already there. Khaldun
and Syllith sat down at a table with Battleaxe and Cyclone. Madeline was
sitting nearby with the other governors. Allure and Semblant were the last two
to arrive. 


Once everyone had eaten, Madeline got to her feet and
cleared her throat. She cast the spells to prevent eavesdropping and magical
observation, then addressed the group. 


“We need to discuss our next steps. They’ve granted us
exclusive use of the room this morning, and I’ve invited all of you here, not
only the governors. Each of you has a stake in the decisions we make here
today. 


“Fosland has destroyed the university, and taken two of our
sorcerers, Mira and Allison. Mira is a magical null, and as such, cannot be
bound. But Dredmort killed Allison’s conjurnor and assigned her bond to Henry.
At this point, we believe they will take her to a temple in the southern
Anthars so she can liberate Nyro and bind her to become a necromancer. We know
Dredmort found the necessary spells buried deep in the Darkhold’s library. And
I needn’t tell you, with that kind of power at his disposal, Henry will attempt
to conquer the rest of Maeda, and ultimately, all of Anoria.”


“We have to rescue Allison and Mira,” said Khaldun. 


“First, we have to find them,” said Syllith. “Without a
carpet, it will take them weeks to reach the temple. They’ll need to prepare
for such a journey, so I believe they will make for the Darkhold first, then
depart from there once they’re ready. It would be best to recover Allison
before she reaches Henry’s stronghold.” 


“That’s a three-day march from the university,” said
Khaldun. “So, we have some time.” 


“I’d like to know how the Foslanders took down our barrier,”
said Battleaxe. Many of the others voiced their agreement. “That shouldn’t have
been possible from the outside.” 


“It had to be an inside job,” said Syllith, staring at
Allure. “And only the governors know the spells.” 


“Are you accusing me of being a traitor?” Allure
demanded, getting to her feet. 


“You or Semblant,” Syllith replied, grasping her staff, but
remaining seated. 


“What makes you think Allure would do that?” asked Battleaxe.



“Years ago, there were rumors that Semblant was tracking
down knowledge and artifacts pertaining to necromancy,” Syllith told them. “I
tailed him, but couldn’t verify the stories. But what if they were true? Allure
taught Allison how to summon a demon, despite the university’s ban on
necromancy. Why? Was she preparing her for her eventual service to Fosland?” 


“What about you?” said Allure. “You’re the one who embedded
herself in the Darkhold and slept with Dredmort in an attempt to gather
information about necromancy. It seems like you might be the one who
wants to liberate Nyro!” 


“Syllith and Enigma have been exonerated,” said Madeline.
“They discovered that Nyro has been wearing down the wards that protect Pytha
from the inside. Because of Syllith’s efforts, we were able to send people to
repair the damage before it was too late.


“But I, too, heard about Semblant’s quest for knowledge
about necromancy. It was my intention to convene an inquiry, but Enigma persuaded
me to let it go. But I daresay, teaching Allison how to summon a demon
represents a serious breach of our rules. I am curious where you might have
learned how to do that, Allure.” 


Allure shook her head, chuckling derisively as she retook
her seat. “All right. I’ll come clean. It’s true. Semblant was digging
up everything he could find about necromancy. And the only reason Syllith
couldn’t confirm it is because she was so clumsy. Semblant knew she was
following him, so he gave up the search for a while. 


“But Semblant wasn’t alone. Enigma and I were involved, too.
The ancient governors were overzealous in their purge. It was foolish. We need
to understand how to use necromancy.” 


“Why?” said Madeline, her expression one of disgust. “The
university destroyed such knowledge to make sure no one else could ever follow
in Nyro’s footsteps. Why would we want to uncover such secrets?” 


Allure took a deep breath. “I foresaw Nyro’s return. It made
no sense at the time—this was long before Syllith discovered that she was
stirring. We believed that Nyro had been destroyed. But I also saw the
mage who could defeat her—and it was a necromancer.” 


“Who?” asked Battleaxe. 


“Allison. I saw her in Princess Jezebel’s memories when she
passed through the university on her way to find Enigma. And I knew it was her.
Since her arrival at the university, I’ve searched her mind, and what I saw
there was terrifying. She possesses a profound affinity to the spirit world,
and the potential to become stronger than Nyro.” 


“You said that you saw the mage who could defeat
her,” said Khaldun. “Did you see the final outcome?” 


“No,” Allure replied. “Only part of a battle between them. After
my initial prophecy, Enigma, Semblant, and I set out on a mission to recover necromancy’s
lost secrets. Our efforts bore some fruit—the ability to raise ghouls and
summon demons. Yet something was missing. Nyro and her Sacred Circle possessed
power far beyond what those spells yielded. But then Syllith discovered that
Dredmort had found a cache of ancient texts in the Darkhold’s library. They
included the magic a sorcerer requires to bind a demon and become a necromancer.
This made our situation more urgent than ever. 


“But then Khaldun found that scroll hidden in Castle
Spanbrook. It turns out that’s how Myrddin became a necromancer. Syllith
brought us a copy, and finally, we had what we needed to fulfill our part of my
vision.


“When we learned that Henry was surrounding the university
in preparation for an attack, I accelerated Allison’s training. But she wasn’t
ready to begin working with demons. Her experience in Spanbrook scarred her.” 


“She did it,” said Khaldun. “We went out to the pastures and
she summoned a demon. She was afraid, yes, but with Mira there to help if
anything went wrong, she found the courage to try it. And she succeeded.” 


Allure nodded appreciatively. “What I would like to know is
how Syllith discovered the Temple of the Goddess, and the damage the monks
there have done to the barrier protecting Pytha. It’s difficult to believe she
just stumbled upon it—I can’t imagine she frequents Shifar.” 


“Yes, I would like to know this, too,” said Madeline. 


All eyes turned to Syllith. She looked around at everyone, her
expression defiant. 


“We should come clean, too,” Khaldun told her. “Show them.” 


Syllith shot him a furious look, but then seemed to deflate.
She’d been backed into a corner and she knew it. Heaving a heavy sigh, she held
out her staff, and an illusion of the pyramid appeared on the table. A few people
gasped, but most looked confused. 


“Is that the one recovered from Stanbridge?” asked Madeline.
“I was under the impression Enigma destroyed it.” 


“He did,” said Syllith. “This is an illusion of the one that
Khaldun found in Spanbrook along with the scroll. I had Warhammer destroy it
before he was murdered. But it’s not like the first one. Nyro left it there,
and she did something to lock the other side of the portal on herself.” 


“I’m sorry, but what is that thing?” asked Battleaxe. 


The curious looks around the room confirmed that most of the
mages gathered here didn’t know about the artifacts. Khaldun explained their
purpose and how Dredmort had used the first one to create the wraiths.


“Can she use it to escape?” asked Allure. 


“No. The wards around Pytha prevent her from using magic in
the outside world, even through this,” Syllith replied. “However, she is able
to project her thoughts to communicate with us. After Khaldun gave me this, I
intended to take it to Vision or Warhammer to be destroyed. But first, I
decided to interrogate Nyro. She told me that there was a traitor at the
university, and I tried to learn more. But she also told me about the Temple of
the Goddess. She wouldn’t divulge its location, but I’d encountered that name
before, at the Ohlam temple in Ulster. So, I tracked down the monks, and they
told me how to find the temple.” 


“You fool,” said Allure, shaking her head in disbelief. “Nyro
was the most devious mage who ever lived, and she had ages of experience
manipulating people far wiser than you. Why would she tell you about the
temple? What did she stand to gain?” 


“She wanted me to help liberate her,” Syllith told her, “and
enticed me by promising to make me a sorcerer once she was free.” 


“But that’s impossible,” Allure said. 


“Perhaps, but it’s Nyro, so who knows? Regardless, I
pretended to be tempted to get more information out of her. But I expressed
skepticism that any sorcerer possessed the power to free her—I knew Enigma
didn’t, so it made no sense that anyone else would. That’s when she told me
about the temple and the monks’ activities there. I witnessed their ritual
firsthand, and confirmed they are using elvish magic to weaken the barrier.” 


“And how do we know Nyro didn’t use the artifact to
compromise you?” asked Madeline. “She could have possessed you.” 


“Impossible,” said Khaldun. “I used the artifact to
communicate with Nyro before handing it over to Syllith, and I sensed no magic.
The barrier prevents her from projecting anything more than thought through that
portal.” 


“You are still new to your powers,” Madeline reminded him.
“I daresay the most powerful necromancer in the history of Anoria could have
hoodwinked you into believing there was no magic involved, but we have
no proof.” 


“I disagree,” said Allure. “Khaldun can sense magic as well
as any sorcerer. But more importantly, if Nyro could possess someone through
the artifact, then she would be able to escape that way. The fact that she
hasn’t is all the proof we need that she can’t.” 


“Yet her powers of persuasion are formidable as well,”
Madeline said. “You said as much yourself,” she added to Allure. “Perhaps Nyro succeeded
in enticing Governor Syllith.” 


Khaldun recalled only too well the force of Nyro’s will he’d
felt through the artifact. Syllith had used it far more than he—was it possible
she’d turned her? 


“Read me,” said Syllith, getting to her feet and striding
over to Allure. “You can sense what drives a person.” 


Allure stood up, catching Madeline’s eye; Madeline nodded. Allure
held Syllith’s head in her hands, closing her eyes and furrowing her brow in concentration.
After several moments, she broke contact, backing away with a frown. 


“So, tell us, sorcerer,” said Syllith. “What drives me?” 


“A burning desire,” said Allure, turning to Madeline, “to
keep Nyro down. Despite my suspicions, I sense no deception in her.” 


Syllith and Allure each retook their seats.


“All right,” Battleaxe said with a nod. “But someone must
have taken down the university’s barrier from the inside. Which means there has
to be a traitor in our midst—devious or not, Nyro wasn’t lying about that. So,
if it wasn’t Allure, and it wasn’t Syllith… then who was it?” Nobody could
provide an answer. “Could it have been Allison?” 


“She would never do that,” Khaldun insisted, despite his own
suspicions. “And besides, only the governors knew how to take down that
barrier, right?” 


“It could have been her,” Allure said, her brow furrowed in
concentration. “Her power increased tenfold once I started working with her.
She didn’t need to know the spells—she could have sensed the magic and removed
it. And she had a lot of anger inside her. She hated the university for forcing
her to leave Spanbrook. This could have been her way of taking revenge.” 


“No. That’s impossible,” said Khaldun. “You can hardly blame
her for being angry. She was raised from birth to rule a princedom. Then, after
being tortured and raped by a demon, she was forced to leave her home
forever. But that doesn’t mean she would willingly join forces with Henry.” 


“Yet we know that someone murdered Warhammer and took
down the barrier,” Madeline pointed out. “I should interview the students and
to determine if any of them saw anything.” 


“Either way, we have to find Allison,” said Battleaxe. “If
she’s innocent, then we must recover her. Otherwise…” she locked eyes with
Khaldun. “Otherwise, we’ll have to kill her.” 


Khaldun shook his head in disbelief. The thought of killing
Allison was too much to bear. 


“If we recover her, what’s to stop Henry from invoking her
true name to end her?” asked Cyclone. “We already know he communicates with
Dredmort through mirrors, right? He’d find out that he’d lost her very
quickly.” 


“Dredmort would do everything in his power to retake her,”
said Allure. “We’d have some time. I could perform the full rite to assign a
new conjurnor before that happens.” 


“We have to find her, first,” Khaldun reminded them. “And
Mira.” 


“We should start flying reconnaissance missions
immediately,” Syllith suggested. “With three carpets in the air, we can cover a
lot of ground. But we need to consider how this is going to work. Dredmort is
sure to be the one traveling with them, and Nineve will be with him. They’d
need two mages to make sure they could keep both prisoners guarded around the
clock. There’s a good chance they’ll have a few soldiers with them, too.
Rescuing our people won’t be easy.” 


“That many people traveling on horseback shouldn’t be too
hard to track, though,” Madeline suggested. 


“Dredmort’s sure to use the spells to wipe out their
backtrail,” Khaldun pointed out. “But Allison and Mira make a formidable team.
Working together, they may be able to overpower their captors and escape.” 


“Dredmort’s no fool,” said Battleaxe. “I’m sure he’ll keep
Allison unconscious for the trip to the Darkhold to guard against that very
possibility.” 


“How was Dredmort able to overpower Allison in the first
place?” asked Cyclone. “As a sorcerer, she should be much stronger than him.” 


“That’s not entirely true,” said Allure. “Allison can do
certain things, by virtue of being a sorcerer, that no normal mage could ever achieve.
Sensing static spells, for example. Removing magic without knowing the spell.
Becoming a necromancer. Nevertheless, she is still new to her power. She’s made
massive progress using the magical force in recent days, but her command of the
basic forces pales by comparison. Dredmort might be the most powerful wizard on
the continent, and he’s got vastly more experience. Until Allison comes into
her full power, she’s no match for him in a direct confrontation.” 


“And on top of that, there’s a good chance he’s using the
spell of suggestion to force her to comply with his orders,” Syllith added.
“That’s how he made her conjurnor swallow the potion when he reassigned her
line of succession.”


“So, even if we can find them, we have to assume that
Dredmort will force Allison to work against us,” said Battleaxe.


“Yes, and Mira’s null presents a problem, too,” Syllith
pointed out. “During the day, they can force her to keep her channels of power
closed, and keep their whole party invisible. Which means they’ll be tough to
find, but magic will work on their captors. At night, though, while Mira’s
asleep, her null will expand. Which might make them easier to find, but then
magic won’t work anywhere near her.” 


“The last she told me, her null was about twenty feet in
diameter in her resting state,” said Khaldun. “They’d have no problem
containing her inside an invisibility spell. Finding them won’t be any easier
at night.” 


“All right, then,” Syllith said with a nod. “Daytime
missions. We should get Semblant a mirror and tie it in with ours. That way if
one of us finds them, the other two can assist. Dredmort’s going to put up a
fight, but against all three of us together, he won’t stand a chance.” 


“And I’ll fly with Semblant,” said Allure. “As soon as we
recover Allison, and get somewhere secure, I’ll perform the rite of binding.” 


“We’re going to need weapons, too,” Khaldun told them. “If
they’re forcing Mira to use her null somehow, we may not be able to use magic.”



“I’ve got weapons,” said Battleaxe, pulling her axes out of
the void and setting them down on her table with a clang. “I’ll fly with you.” 


“That works,” Khaldun said with a grin. 


“I’ll need someone to accompany me, too,” said Syllith.
“Unlike you sorcerers, flying takes all of my concentration, and I can’t sense
magic.” 


“I’ll go with you,” said Cyclone. 


“Perfect,” Syllith replied, “thank you. Now, if Dredmort and
Nineve left the university as soon as they captured our people, then they must
be somewhere in Roses or Strom by now. There’s no way they could have made it
to the Fosland border yet.” 


“And even if they started out east of the river, they’d
cross over in Roses for sure,” said Khaldun. “Henry’s forces hold the western
shore, but not the eastern. They’ve besieged Strom City, but don’t hold the
river lands yet.” 


“So, two of us should start out from the university’s border
with Roses, heading south,” Syllith suggested, “one on each side of the river.
The third should start at Fosland’s border with Roses and head north.”


“We’ll take northern Roses,” said Allure. 


“And I’ll stay east of the river,” Syllith replied. 


“I guess we’ll take the more southern route,” Khaldun said
with a grin. 


The gathering broke up. Allure already had a mirror, so she
linked it with Khaldun’s and Syllith’s. Madeline procured canteens of water and
packs of food from the kitchen for all three teams. 


“We should plan on camping in our search zones,” Khaldun
suggested. “We’ll cover more ground if we can keep searching until nightfall
instead of returning here.” 


“Good thinking,” said Syllith. “If you don’t mind, that is?”
she added to Cyclone. 


“No, that’s fine with me,” the sorcerer replied.


“Suit yourselves,” said Allure, “but I’m not sleeping
outdoors. We’ll come back here.” 


In the end, they were unable to locate tents or bedrolls,
which would mean sleeping on the bare ground. But this didn’t concern Khaldun;
he was eager to get underway. The search parties finally headed out. 


“I wish I could learn how to fly one of these,” Battleaxe
said as Khaldun unfurled his carpet. “Mind if I assist with the spells?” 


“What do you have in mind?” he asked. 


“Well, you must be calling air to propel us, right? If I add
my own air spell, we should get there faster.” 


“It’s worth a shot,” he replied. 


They took their seats and Khaldun launched them high into
the sky, heading south. Once they were underway, Battleaxe called air, and sure
enough, their speed increased significantly. They reached the Roses’ southern
border in no time, then Khaldun made them invisible and took them in low. 


Khaldun had to be fairly close to simple magic like an
invisibility spell to detect it, so he kept them low above the road as they
made their way north. He kept their speed down, too, to make sure they didn’t
miss anything. As the day wore on, they passed many people traveling in both
directions, but detected no magic or backtrail. 


At midday, they set down to take a break and eat some food. Khaldun
kept them invisible, and they stayed close enough to the road to detect hidden
passersby. Then they took off again and continued their northward course. 


The land grew less barren as they traveled, and the road
wound its way around the edge of a forest. They flew until dusk without finding
any trace of their quarry. Then, as full night fell, Khaldun landed by the
roadside. The two of them sat down to eat, and as they finished, someone
contacted Battleaxe through her mirror. 


“Madeline,” she said, staring into the glass. “I was about
to reach out to you. We’ve finished for the day without any sign of our
people.” 


“The other teams have not found anything, either. But I have
other news for you. I spent the day interviewing the students about last
night’s events. And three of them reported seeing Allison in the courtyard
before the attack.” 


Khaldun’s heart jumped into his throat. 


“What was she doing?” Battleaxe asked. 


“The three students, two witches and one wizard, all told me
that Allison held up one hand and shot a beam of energy into the sky. When it
hit the barrier, they felt an earthquake, and heard a loud thunderclap. Then
the sky grew bright for a moment, and the barrier’s spells began unraveling.” 


“So, she was the traitor,” Battleaxe said angrily. “She
must be the one who murdered Warhammer, too.” 


“It would seem so,” Madeline confirmed. “But we cannot jump
to conclusions. It could have been someone else using an illusion spell to
disguise themselves. None of the three witnesses are sorcerers, so they would
not have been able to detect such a ruse.”


“I’ll kill her if we find her,” Battleaxe muttered.


“No,” Madeline replied. “You must bring her here to Arthos
so we can question her. But you must exercise extreme caution. If she is
willingly working for Henry, then she won’t surrender peacefully. I have spoken
to the other governors, and we are authorizing the use of knockout spells. Do
whatever you must, but get that girl here.” 


Battleaxe acknowledged their orders and pocketed the mirror.
“That’s it, then. Allison was the traitor.” 


“We don’t know that yet,” said Khaldun. “Whoever betrayed us
must have been in league with Henry, and would have known his plans. It makes
sense that they’d disguise themselves as his intended target. Makes the whole
thing rather neat, don’t you think, if everyone believes the victim was the
traitor?” 


“What is she to you?” Battleaxe asked. “Why are you so loyal
to her?” 


Khaldun gave her a brief summary of the events that had
transpired in Spanbrook. “I confess, I don’t know her that well. But I know
what she endured, both at the hands of that demon, and in being ripped out of
the only life she’d ever known. You can hardly blame her for wanting to reclaim
some power and control. Wouldn’t you, if you were in her place?” 


“Perhaps, but her experimentation with necromancy is
damning. From what I’ve heard, she was growing into her power as a sorcerer.
Why wasn’t that enough? You and I aren’t going around summoning demons or
ghouls.” 


“She had help,” Khaldun told her. “Allure sensed an affinity
for the spirit world inside of her and guided her down that path. I think it
more likely she was the traitor. By teaching Allison to work with
specters, and then disguising herself as her when she took down the barrier, Allure
could have set her up.” 


“But that makes no sense,” Battleaxe retorted. “Allure’s a
sorcerer, too. If she were the traitor, why wouldn’t she have allowed Dredmort
to reassign her bond to Henry instead of Allison’s? She’s much more powerful.
Allure might be selfish and vain; Warhammer never liked her much. But she
doesn’t strike me as the type to betray her own people when it might jeopardize
her lavish ways.” 


Khaldun took a deep breath. “You’re right. I guess I don’t
have an answer for that.” 


“I’ll follow our orders and refrain from killing her if we
find her. But if the council does find her guilty, then they must put her to
death. Warhammer was my mentor and I will see his death avenged.”


“Did you train with him at the Bastion?” 


“No, he was there way before my time. He trained me at the
university—in magic and in fighting. But I can sympathize with Allison’s
situation. Many of the sorcerers had nothing before their transformation.
Allure was a prostitute in southern Maeda, for example. Her metamorphosis saved
her, and she lives like royalty now, by comparison.” 


“I didn’t know that,” said Khaldun. “Then what triggered her
transformation? Surely it wasn’t intercourse…” 


“Warhammer told me it happened the first time a woman
purchased her services,” Battleaxe said with a shrug. “But she’s not the only
one. Enigma was a peasant boy in western Dorshire. Vision was a street urchin
in Arthos. For them, going to the university must have seemed like a dream come
true—they had nothing to lose.


“But for people like Allison and me, it was different. All I
wanted when I was young was to be a warrior. I grew up in Keepstone, and I
watched my elder brothers learn to fight, and I wanted desperately to be like
them.” 


“Keepstone was the ancient capital of Dorshire, wasn’t it?” 


“That’s right,” Battleaxe confirmed. “And it remains a
powerful princedom today. My brothers went to the Bastion to further their
education, but they didn’t accept women. It took me years to get them to make
an exception, and I had to prove myself over and over again, even after I got
there. 


“But then I transformed. I’d been practicing magic since I
was young, but that wasn’t my path. It was something I did for fun only because
I had inherited the talent. But it didn’t matter. They tore me away from the
place where I truly belonged, my wishes be damned. 


“At first, I tried plotting my escape. So, I can understand
why Allison would have wanted out. But Warhammer took me under his wing. And in
time, I came to realize that I could use my magic to augment my fighting
skills. This wasn’t the future I saw for myself, but I’ve come to accept what I
have. And I owe Warhammer for that.” 


“Allison’s future would have been ruling, not fighting, but you’re
right, your circumstances were similar.” 


“Yes, and think about the role Dredmort plays in Fosland,”
Battleaxe pointed out. “Henry’s an undisciplined slob. He relishes power and
conquest, but he cares nothing for ruling. He leaves that to his lieutenants,
including Dredmort. Imagine the kind of power Allison would wield as his chief
mage, especially if she becomes a necromancer. With her at his side, Henry may
very well retake the entire kingdom. And Allison would likely be the one left
to rule it. She would be a queen, in practice if not in name—quite a bit more
prestigious than being a princess, wouldn’t you say?” 


Khaldun had no rebuttal. Everything Battleaxe had said made
sense, but he simply couldn’t believe it. Or, at least, didn’t want to. 


“I have to admit, before this, I suspected Syllith more than
anyone else,” Battleaxe told him. “I’d heard about her removal from the council.
And rumor had it that she’d been digging up information about Nyro. But I had
no idea she’d embedded herself in the Darkhold and slept with Dredmort. That’s
pretty extreme.” 


“It is, but if it weren’t for her, none of us would have
known that Nyro was stirring,” Khaldun pointed out. “If she were trying to
liberate Nyro, I hardly think she would have warned the others.” 


“I guess that’s true,” Battleaxe conceded. “But I don’t know.
That whole situation makes it seem like she was a little obsessed. I’m not sure
I would have gone to such lengths for the sake of research.” 


Battleaxe took the first watch so Khaldun could get some
sleep. He curled up on the ground and drifted off quickly. She woke him several
hours later, and he took the second watch. But the night was uneventful, and
there was no sign of anyone invisible passing by. 


At dawn, they ate a quick meal and then took off again. For
two more days, they continued their search. All three teams shifted southward,
and by the third day, Khaldun and Battleaxe were searching the northern
approach to Fosland City. Being so close to the Darkhold made Khaldun nervous,
but nobody detected them. They did get a look at the army gathered to the south
of the city, and Khaldun thought it looked much larger than the last time he’d
seen it. But their search came up empty. The other two teams hadn’t found
anything, either. Feeling disheartened, Khaldun flew them back to Arthos, and
they landed not long after sunset. 


 


 










Chapter Twenty-four: Battle Plans


 


Khaldun found Syllith in the common room, eating dinner
alone. He sat down across from her, and a woman hurried out from the kitchen
and set down a plate of meat and potatoes in front of him along with a mug of
ale. 


“It’s been three days,” Syllith told him by way of greeting.
“Allison and Mira must be at the Darkhold by now.” 


“Yes,” Khaldun said, heaving a sigh. He guzzled down his
ale, then caught the server’s eye to request another. “We must have missed them
somehow. Perhaps they took a different route… I don’t know.” 


“If Allure was the traitor, she would have allowed them to
pass without notifying the rest of us.” 


“We wouldn’t have, though, and they still had to make it
past us.” He told her about his conversation with Battleaxe about Allison and
Allure. “I’m wondering if she might be right. Maybe Allison was the culprit
after all. I don’t want to believe that, and I’ll confess that I never saw it
coming. But it makes sense.” 


Syllith considered this for a moment, finishing her ale and
requesting another. “It’s possible. Allison possessed the power and the motive.
And I must admit, I might have been wrong about Allure. Her story about
foreseeing Nyro’s return and their subsequent activities does add up. If she
was working with Semblant and Enigma to unearth necromancy’s long-lost secrets,
that explains everything that made me suspicious of them in the first place.” 


Khaldun sat up late with Syllith drinking and talking. He
felt himself growing despondent as he became drunk. Maybe Allison was guilty.
But Mira certainly wasn’t. And she was caught up in the midst of this ordeal.
Khaldun had infiltrated the Darkhold once to rescue her, but in losing his
friend, Sophia, had paid dearly for it. He didn’t know if he’d be able to do it
again. But neither could he give up on her. Mira would find a way to rescue him
if the situation were reversed. He owed it to her to try. But he was exhausted
and inebriated and in no state to be making such plans at that moment; it would
have to wait till the next day. 


Khaldun was about to tell Syllith that he was going to bed
when he spotted an old wizard entering the room, clothed in filthy robes, his
face smudged with dirt. It took him a moment to recognize him, but the wizard
hurried over to their table. 


“Raphael,” said Khaldun, getting to his feet and hugging
him. “How are you?” 


“Road weary and in need of ale, but otherwise not too bad.
Hello, Syllith.” 


“It’s good to see you, old-timer,” the witch replied,
getting up and embracing him. “But you stink!” she added, pulling away quickly.



Raphael chuckled as the three of them sat down at the table.
“I apologize, my lady. It’s been one thing after another since Fosland sacked Madison,
and I’m afraid I’ve not been able to find the time for a bath.” 


More ale arrived, and the three of them drank. 


“Ah,” Raphael said with a sigh. “That’s better. I’m afraid I
bear ill tidings. I’ve just come from Stiles. Henry’s left only a token
presence to maintain his occupation, and has moved the rest of his troops
south. Now that he’s taken the university, they can take a direct path to
Fosland.


“And my colleagues in Vance and Perrin report that it’s the
same in those princedoms, too. I went invisible and infiltrated one of the
companies that remained in Stiles to learn more. And according to the
conversations I overheard, Henry is preparing to invade Highgate.” 


“What?” said Syllith. “But I don’t understand. He’s
got Allison; why wouldn’t they take her to the temple in Shifar, first? She’ll
be vastly more powerful once she binds a demon.” 


“I’m sorry, what are you talking about?” asked Raphael. “Are
you referring to the former princess from Spanbrook?” 


Khaldun and Syllith took turns telling him about Allison’s
capture, and the Temple of the Goddess. 


“I need more ale,” Raphael said when they were done,
flagging down the server. 


“Battleaxe and I flew around Fosland City on our search for
Allison, and the army gathered there did look quite a bit larger than last
time,” Khaldun told them. 


“That’s probably where the northern troops are going,”
Raphael said with a nod.


“This could be a diversion again,” Khaldun suggested. “Henry
could be waging war to keep our attention on Highgate while a team slips away
to take Allison south.” 


“Perhaps,” said Syllith, getting up from her chair. “But we
need to alert Madeline.” 


The three of them headed out of the common room, and Syllith
led them to the governor’s room. It took her a minute to answer; it looked like
they’d woken her up. But she invited them inside. Raphael told her the news. 


“I must contact Spring so he can notify Azure,” she said,
grabbing a small mirror from the nightstand. Moments later, she reached the
sorcerer and explained the situation. He assured her he’d relay the news to
Azure right away. 


Khaldun left the room with Syllith and Raphael, and the
three of them retired to their rooms for the night. The next morning, Khaldun
returned to the common room for breakfast to find that Madeline had reserved
the space for another gathering. The rest of the university’s mages trickled
in, and Raphael joined them this time. Once everyone had arrived and sat down,
Madeline addressed the group. 


She started out by updating everyone about their failure to
find Allison and Mira, and telling them about Raphael’s news. “Azure risked a
night mission, flying by moonlight, to assess the situation around Fosland
City. He has confirmed that their army there has swelled to well over fifteen
thousand troops, with more arriving as we speak. That army has already begun crossing
the river on its way to Highgate City. 


“This morning, Azure reports that Fosland has left a minimal
force to maintain the siege of Strom, with the rest of that army marching
south. They will most likely join the larger force on the plain outside Highgate.



“I have conferred with the other governors this morning, and
we have decided to send all of our mages to the defense of Highgate. Henry’s
attack on the city will include an array of forces unprecedented since the fall
of the Pythan Empire. In addition to his army and mages, he will bring his
wraiths to bear, as well as two sorcerers, one of whom possesses an affinity
for the spirit realm, while the other commands a magical null. We have not seen
the dragons since the night we lost the university, but can expect them to
participate in the attack as well. 


“We will begin the transport of our people to Highgate City
this morning. Azure will take Spring and Intuit there, along with our other
mages stationed in Strom. However, we will need to send someone to Greenfield
to recall our mages posted there.” 


“I’ll go,” said Khaldun. 


“Take me with you,” said Battleaxe. “I’ll add some extra
wind to your sails again.” 


“What does that mean?” Syllith asked. 


“She called air when we flew down to Fosland,” Khaldun
explained. “We made the trip in record time.” 


“Good idea,” Syllith said, nodding appreciatively. “I’ll
have to try that if Cyclone is willing to accompany me again.” 


“It would be my pleasure,” the sorcerer replied with a grin.
“Wind is my thing.” 


“Was Azure able to confirm Allison and Mira’s presence in
Fosland?” Khaldun asked. “It seems odd that Henry’s mounting this attack now,
before taking Allison to the temple in Shifar.” 


“He was not,” Madeline replied. “And as you’ve noted
yourself, from what I’m told, this attack may be nothing more than a
distraction while they take Allison south. We will have to be on the lookout
for her.” 


Madeline adjourned their meeting, and the mages headed out
of the common room. Outside, Syllith and Semblant assembled their first groups
of passengers for the flight to Highgate. Khaldun and Battleaxe got on his
carpet and set out for Greenfield. 


Khaldun flew northeast, turning due east when they reached
the river. With Battleaxe’s assistance, he achieved much more speed than usual.
They flew past Castle Greenfield, and indeed, saw only a limited force manning
the battlements. 


Vision had provided Battleaxe with directions to their
cavern, which she’d relayed to Khaldun. Once they’d reached the area, they
spotted their mages waiting for them on a hilltop. Khaldun landed in their
midst. 


They greeted each other, and Khaldun asked Vision if he’d
seen Mira or Allison with the Fosland army. He hadn’t, but reminded him that he
wasn’t able to sense magic from afar, and they were almost certain to be
keeping the two sorcerers invisible for the journey. 


Khaldun rested for a few minutes, then they positioned
everyone on the carpet. This was the first time he’d transported seven people,
but as he lifted off, he didn’t find it too difficult. He shot into the sky,
and they headed west through the river valley. After that, he turned south, and
made for Highgate at top speed. 


Once he’d dropped off his passengers on the roof of the
keep, he took another rest, then headed back to Arthos with Battleaxe. By
midafternoon, they’d transported all their people to Highgate. Khaldun felt
exhausted as he landed for the last time. But as he headed inside, Madeline
told him that Salerna had called for a war council in an hour. 


An attendant escorted Khaldun to his chambers, and he
collapsed in the bed. But moments later, he sensed Jezebel contacting him
through his mirror. 


“There you are,” she said when her face appeared in the
glass. “I tried reaching you earlier but you must not have heard me.” 


“Apologies, Your Highness. We were flying the university’s
mages to Highgate City; I was preoccupied with staying airborne.” 


“Well, Lord Sorcerer, I have news. I spoke to
Allison!” 


“You did?”


“Yes, finally. They haven’t found her mirror, otherwise I’m
sure they would have confiscated it. I guess she tucked it in her bosom and
they didn’t search there. Khaldun, she and Mira are with the army on its way to
Highgate.” 


“I figured as much,” he said with a sigh. “I do not relish
facing them in battle.” 


“Allison said that they were getting ready to take her to a
temple in Shifar. Apparently, a group of monks—” 


“We know all about that,” Khaldun said, cutting her off.
“Syllith visited the place. The monks there have weakened the barrier, and with
Nyro’s help, Allison will be able to liberate her there.” 


“Yes, well, it seems something changed. Allison doesn’t know
what. But they decided to take them to Highgate instead. She said it sounds
like they’re waiting for something to happen before they take her to Shifar.” 


“Only her? Not Mira?”


“No, that would be too dangerous. They seem certain her null
would open a hole in the barrier and they wouldn’t be able to control the
demons’ escape.” 


“Ah, yes. That makes sense.” 


“Khaldun, Allison insists she had nothing to do with the
attack on the university. Dredmort and Nineve showed up in their room, armed
with daggers. They forced Mira to close her channels of power, then used a
knockout spell on Allison. Mira told her the rest of the story once they’d
reached the Darkhold. Dredmort called air to move Allison out of the dorm,
while Nineve made them invisible and escorted Mira out at knife-point. Then
they tied them onto a couple of horses and took them to the Darkhold, keeping
Allison unconscious the whole way.” 


“How did they get past our search parties?” 


“They stayed east of the river until they were across from
Fosland City. Dredmort’s been forcing them to practice. Allison has called more
than a dozen demons, and Mira can expand her null to cover an entire
battlefield, now.” 


“Great,” Khaldun said with a sigh. “They’re not resisting at
all?” 


“They tried, but Dredmort’s got them under tight control. He
holds Allison at knifepoint and threatens to cut her if Mira doesn’t obey. And he’s
using a spell against Allison that forces her to comply with his orders.” 


“That would be the same one he used on her conjurnor,”
Khaldun said with a sigh. He knew that type of spell could cause madness. “We suspected
he might use it to control Allison.” 


“But on top of that, Allison knows she’s bound to Henry now,
and is terrified of crossing him, lest he invoke her true name. They’re also
keeping the two of them apart most of the time to make sure they can’t work
together.” 


“Do they know who the traitor was?” 


“No. Dredmort told them the whole story, but only alluded to
their ‘agent’ at the university, without naming them. Whoever it was, they let
Dredmort and Nineve through the barrier and killed Warhammer to make sure he
couldn’t join the fight. Once Dredmort and Nineve were done with Dana, they
regrouped in the quad. The traitor took down the barrier while the other two
kidnapped the girls.” 


Khaldun took a deep breath. “Do you believe her story?” 


“I do,” said Jezebel. “Khaldun, she’s terrified. I know my
cousin—her fear is no act. She couldn’t have had anything to do with this.” 


“Jez, several of the students reported seeing Allison take
down the barrier,” he told her with a sigh. 


“What? But that can’t be—it must have been someone else
using an illusion spell,” Jezebel insisted. “Wait… you think Allison’s lying?” 


“I want to believe her, but we’ve been discussing this here,
and she does seem like the most likely culprit.” He told her about his
conversation with Battleaxe. 


“Yes, that does sound compelling when you put it that way,”
Jezebel conceded. “And I have no proof to the contrary. But like I said, I know
her. She’s telling me the truth. I can feel it.” 


“I wish we could communicate with Mira somehow to
corroborate the story.” 


“Allison can’t get to her anymore. Dredmort is using Mira’s
null to protect the army, but they want Allison able to cast spells.” 


“Damn,” said Khaldun. “I’d better go. Salerna’s holding a
war council soon. I’ll let you know what happens.” 


Khaldun said goodbye and pocketed the mirror. He rested for
a little while, considering what Jezebel had told him, then headed down to the
conference room. 


Salerna was sitting at the head of the table, Azure to her
right, and Madeline to her left. Salerna’s military advisers were present, as
were Syllith, Allure, Semblant, and Vision. Battleaxe and Raphael were here as
well. 


Salerna called them to order. She started out by summarizing
their situation, then said, “Have we located Allison and Mira?” 


“Yes, Your Highness,” said Khaldun. “Princess Jezebel
reached Allison through her mirror. They are bringing both of them here, but
keeping them separate to make sure Allison can practice magic while Mira uses
her null to protect the army. The princess reports that they are waiting for
something to happen before they transport Allison to the temple in Shifar.” 


“I expect they’ll employ the same tactic in battle,” Salerna
said, her expression grave. “They’ll keep Mira with their army to ensure we
cannot use magic against them. But they’ll post their mages and wraiths outside
her null to keep them free to assault us. Unfortunately, however, I have been
able to see none of this in the looking glass.


“Governor Syllith, can we expect Enigma and Sage to join
this fight?” 


“I believe so,” she replied. “They have been delayed making
repairs to the wards protecting Pytha, but I have urged them to work quickly.” 


“No, no—tell Enigma to take his time,” Azure said in his
deep voice. “The last thing we need is Nyro and her Sacred Circle escaping
while the rest of us are busy here.” 


“Indeed,” Salerna agreed. 


“Enigma also traveled to the temple in Shifar,” Syllith
reported. “He’s confirmed that the damage the monks have done to the barrier
there is nothing he can repair. Their spells are completely different from what
the demons are doing on the inside.” 


“Understood,” Salerna replied. “Please convey our gratitude
to the two of them for the important work they are doing there.” 


Syllith nodded. 


“According to our latest estimates, Henry will take the
field with roughly twenty-five thousand men,” Salerna told them. “It may be
more than that, but it’s hard to say with any certainty at this point. He is
drawing on his forces from across his vast territories.


“Unfortunately, we have only Highgate, and we suffered great
losses in our last battle with Fosland. We have roughly eighteen thousand,
including our Elite Guard. And while Fosland does wield tremendous magical
forces against us this time, we do have ten sorcerers on our side, in addition
to dozens of mages. 


“We must prevail. Should Henry conquer Highgate, then
nothing prevents him from taking everything else in northern Maeda, from here
to the North Sea. Even without taking Allison to bind Nyro, I daresay he will then
possess the resources to conquer southern Maeda as well.” 


“What about Stoutwall?” asked Raphael. “Will they come to
our aid again?” 


“Prince Augustine respectfully denied our request for
assistance,” Azure replied. “He suffered heavy losses in the last battle and
needs to preserve his remaining force to defend his princedom should Fosland
attack there next.” 


For the next hour, they discussed their military plans for
the battle. But for the mages, Khaldun knew it was fairly simple: counter the
enemy’s magic and do everything possible to take out their mages.
Unfortunately, those mages now included Mira and Allison. 


“How can we eliminate their two sorcerers?” one of the
military commanders asked. “That may well prove to be the key to winning this
battle.” 


“The question should be how can we rescue them,”
Khaldun retorted. “Allison told Jezebel she had nothing to do with the attack
on the university. Dredmort has told Allison and Mira that they had an agent
there who facilitated it. But Allison and Mira are working for Fosland against
their will.” 


“Rescuing Mira is impossible,” said Azure, “for the duration
of this battle, at least. No magic will work inside her null. We could send a
team of soldiers to kill her, but it would be difficult and dangerous. They’d
have to infiltrate the heart of the enemy army to do it. Even that much would
be a suicide mission; those troops wouldn’t make it out alive.


“For Allison, a rescue might be possible. Princess Salerna
is right that they will keep their mages outside the null. So, we could use
magical means to recover her. However, that will also be extremely risky.
Dredmort is sure to use all of their resources to protect her, short of the
null. Killing her would be far easier.” 


Khaldun opened his mouth to argue, but Salerna held up her
hand. 


“I will consider these matters and make my decision by the
time the battle begins. But we still have at least three days before that
happens.” 


The princess adjourned their meeting, but asked Khaldun to
remain behind. Once everyone else had left, she got to her feet, and said,
“Please, come with me.” 


Salerna led him up to the keep’s roof, and over to the
crystal tower. She opened a heavy iron door, and Khaldun went inside. Salerna
closed the door behind them, and they climbed the spiral staircase. 


Khaldun was quite winded by the time they’d reached the
octagonal chamber at the top. He caught his breath for a minute, taking in the
view of the surrounding countryside. Salerna took him to what looked like a
table in the center, and he realized that it was a wide, shallow bowl. 


“This is the looking glass?” he asked. 


Salerna nodded. “Please, gaze into the water and tell me
what you see.” 


“I’ve never used one of these before. How does it work?” 


“Empty your mind, and hold your arms above the water.” 


Khaldun did as she instructed, but nothing happened. He
could see only the water and the bottom of the bowl. “It’s not showing me
anything.” 


Salerna sighed. “I have seen nothing since the attack on the
university. I believe Mira’s presence is preventing it from functioning.” 


“Because of her null?” 


“Yes, I believe that is the case. I was hoping that due to
your closeness with her, perhaps you would be able to see something.” 


“Would her null prevent people from seeing her in prophetic
visions, as well?” Khaldun asked. “I know Allure and Enigma have both been able
to catch glimpses of the future on occasion.” 


“If the looking glass cannot see her, I do not believe they
would be able to do so, either,” Salerna replied. “I want you to know that I
will do everything in my power to avoid killing those two girls. But in the
end, I may not have a choice. We cannot allow this city to fall.” 


“Mira is the love of my life,” Khaldun said, a tear slipping
down his cheek. “But I understand the situation. I would try rescuing her
myself, but without being able to use magic, I have to admit, it does seem
impossible. I would only ask you to keep her assassination in reserve as a last
resort.” 


“You have my word,” said Salerna. 


“Allison’s situation is completely different. We could
rescue her.” 


“Surely, Henry would invoke her true name.” 


“Yes, but only once Dredmort had exhausted his every
opportunity to retake her,” Khaldun pointed out. “Allure is prepared to perform
the rite of binding the moment we have her.” 


Salerna fixed him with her gaze. “Do you trust Allure? I’m
not sure that I do.” 


“Someone else, then. Vision must know the rite of binding.” 


“Fair enough,” Salerna replied. “But are you so sure that Allison
isn’t exactly where she wants to be? She was raised to rule. Losing that cannot
have been easy for her to accept.” 


“Yes, I discussed this possibility with Battleaxe recently.
Jezebel believes Allison, but I have to confess that I remain skeptical. Her
Highness is very close to Allison.” 


“Intimately close,” Salerna said. 


“Yes. So, I’m not sure if I trust her judgment on this matter.
It would be ideal if I could make contact with Mira somehow to corroborate
Allison’s story. But failing that, I’d like to speak to Allison directly and
make my own assessment.” 


“It will be difficult,” Salerna told him, “but that sounds
like a wise decision to me. And if you discover that Allison truly has betrayed
us?” 


Khaldun took a deep breath. He thought of Jezebel and how
much she loved her, and her desire to marry her one day, and tears welled up in
his eyes. But if Allison had willingly entered Henry’s service, then they had
to stop her at all costs. “If that’s the case, then I will kill her myself.” 


 










Chapter Twenty-five: Allison


 


Khaldun left the tower and wandered back toward his
chambers, but ran into Battleaxe along the way. 


“There you are,” she said, but then added, “Are you all
right? You look terrible.” 


“Dark days, you know?” he replied with a shrug. 


“Yeah, I do. But I’ve always wanted to visit Highgate. I was
going to go out and find a tavern… want to join me? Eat some food, get drunk?” 


“Sound good,” he said with a grin. 


They headed out into the city, but the first few taverns
they found were overcrowded. But finally, they came across one on the city’s
first level that was only half full. They took a table in the corner. 


“So, what’s on your mind?” Battleaxe asked once they’d eaten
and ordered a second round of drinks. 


After talking to Salerna, Khaldun felt like he couldn’t
trust anyone from the university. But he realized that Battleaxe wasn’t
anywhere near the university when the attack started. She couldn’t be
the traitor.


“Allison and Mira,” he said. “I never thought I’d find
myself on the opposite side of a battlefield from them.” 


“Ah. Yeah, that is rough.” 


“They must have forced Mira into this, but I don’t know
about Allison. And I’m afraid they’ll both end up getting killed before this is
over.” 


Their ales arrived, and Battleaxe took a long drink. 


“What are you going to do?” she asked. 


“I need your word that if I confide in you, you’ll keep what
I tell you to yourself. If Allison is innocent, then the traitor still walks
among us. And I can’t risk my plans getting back to them. None of the governors
can find out.” 


“Why trust me, then?” 


“You were in Arthos when the attack started.” 


Battleaxe nodded. “All right. You have my word.” 


Khaldun heaved a sigh, then told her about his conversation
with Salerna. “I won’t be able to get anywhere near Mira because of her null.
But if they keep Allison away from her, then I could use magic to get
close to her. She professed her innocence to Jezebel, but I want to hear her
tell me face-to-face that she wasn’t involved with the attack.” 


“And if she convinces you? What then?” 


“I don’t know,” he said with a shrug. “At the very least, I
can try to persuade Salerna not to order her killed. Perhaps after the battle
is done, we can find a way to save her.” 


Battleaxe finished her beer. “Well, if you need any help,
just let me know.” 


“I appreciate it.” 


The two of them spent a few more hours at the tavern, both
becoming quite drunk. They walked back up to the castle after that, and Khaldun
went straight to bed. 


For the next few days, Salerna and her commanders continued
preparing for the upcoming battle. More soldiers continued to arrive from the
outlying holdings, and they ended up with close to twenty thousand troops.
Salerna stationed garrisons on every level of the city, but the bulk of the
force was encamped on the plain beyond the city. 


Khaldun was standing atop the keep’s roof with Azure and
Vision when the Foslanders started arriving. Their line stretched into the
distance as far as they eye could see. Khaldun spotted Dredmort, Gunthar, and three
of the wraiths in the lead, but there was no sign of Mira or Allison. The
wraiths had their sun shields in place, enveloping them in shadow, otherwise
they wouldn’t have been able to operate in the daylight. Their army made camp
far across the plain, and more troops kept pouring in as the day progressed. 


“Can we cancel the wraiths’ sun-shield spells?” Khaldun
asked Azure. “Without them, they won’t be able to function in daylight.” 


“I tried it in Strom,” Azure replied. “They’re surprisingly
easy to cancel, but the wraiths put them back in place almost instantly.” 


Khaldun kept trying to spot Mira or Allison, but couldn’t
find them anywhere. Vision used his talent to get a closer look, but he
couldn’t locate them, either. 


“They must be keeping them invisible,” said Khaldun. “And if
they want to keep her hidden, then Mira can’t expand her null.” 


“Because she’d become visible if the size of her null
exceeded that of the invisibility spell?” asked Azure.


“Yes, exactly,” Khaldun confirmed. 


“Then I think it’s time to poke the bear,” Azure said,
unfurling his carpet. 


“Be careful,” Khaldun told him. “You won’t be able to fly
inside her null.” 


“I know,” he said with a grin. 


The sorcerer sat down on his carpet and took off into the
sky. He circled the city once, then flew high above the plain beyond. As he
passed over the enemy army, streamers of various colors appeared below the
carpet, drifting slowly toward the ground. Khaldun knew they must be magic but
had no idea what purpose they might serve. Suddenly the lowest ones vanished. 


“Mira must have expanded her null,” said Khaldun, searching
the camp for her. 


“There she is,” said Vision. “Right in the middle astride
that white horse.” 


Khaldun spotted her then, her golden skin glinting in the
sun. 


Azure made a few more passes over the army, dropping
streamers every time. For a brief period, the boundary of Mira’s null became
clear as the streamers disappeared. It formed a dome that encompassed the
entire army.


“This is quite odd,” Vision muttered. 


“What is it?” asked Khaldun?


“Using my inner eye, I cannot see Mira at all. It’s as if
she’s invisible.” 


“Salerna can’t see her with the looking glass, either,”
Khaldun replied. 


“Fascinating.” 


“I wonder if her null hides her from prophetic visions,
too,” said Khaldun. 


“Probably so,” Vision replied. “It seems to cancel anything
that uses magic.” 


Azure returned to the keep’s roof. The three of them tried
hurling various spells at the Foslanders—Khaldun threw a giant tornado, Azure
shot dozens of fireballs, and Vision called an illusion of a dragon swooping
toward the men—but Mira’s null canceled them all. They couldn’t touch the army.
They gave up the effort, and about ten minutes later, Mira vanished from sight
again. Khaldun knew she must have closer her channels of power, eliminating her
null. 


“Before the attack, she wasn’t able to sustain an expanded
null for more than a few minutes,” Khaldun told them. “Her null is much larger
now than it was then, and it appears she can hold it longer now, too.” 


“I’m sure they’ll have her keep her channels of power closed
until they need her,” Vision observed. 


“This might be the way we can overcome her null in the
battle,” said Azure. “Keep up a steady barrage of thaumaturgic attacks long
enough to wear her down.” 


More Foslanders arrived throughout the rest of the day. By
sunset, Vision estimated their numbers at twenty-six thousand. But more of
Salerna’s levies turned up, too, and her forces topped twenty-one thousand,
quite a bit more than she’d anticipated. 


Khaldun could only find eight of the wraiths, and wondered
where the other three might have gone. There was also no sign of Allison or
Nineve. He started to worry that perhaps they had started their journey to the
Temple of the Goddess. But when he returned to his chambers after dinner that
night, he heard from Jezebel. 


“I just heard from Allison,” she said the moment Khaldun
gazed into his mirror.


“Where is she?” he asked. “We haven’t seen her yet.” 


“She’s there. They’re keeping her invisible along with three
wraiths on their left flank. She told me they’re planning on putting her to
work tomorrow morning, but then one of their mages heard her and confiscated
her mirror.” 


“I’m going to try to go out there and speak to her,” Khaldun
told her. “Before the battle begins in earnest. Tomorrow, probably.” 


“For what purpose? Do you think you can rescue her?” 


“I don’t know,” he said with a sigh. “But I want to hear her
profess her innocence in person. Face to face.”


“You don’t believe her.” 


“I’m reserving judgment. And if she convinces me that she
had nothing to do in the attack, then I swear to you, I will find a way to save
her.” 


Jezebel took a deep breath. “And if she fails to persuade
you?” 


Khaldun let out a long sigh. “Jez, if Allison was the one
who took down the university’s barrier, then she’s in league with Henry.
They’re going to liberate Nyro. We have to do everything in our power to stop
them.”


Jezebel nodded, her eyes welling up with tears. “Do what you
must. I trust your judgment. But please, let me know once….” She choked up and
couldn’t get the rest of the words out.


“I will,” Khaldun assured her. 


The next morning, Khaldun went up to the roof with Syllith
and Battleaxe. Salerna was there with Azure and Vision, and Allure and Semblant
arrived next. 


“Princess Jezebel has advised me that they’ll be using
Allison to harass us today,” Khaldun told Salerna. 


“Do we know where she is?” the princess asked. 


“Yes, I believe so,” said Khaldun. Gazing out at the army’s
left flank, Khaldun reached out with one hand, and projected the magic to
cancel invisibility. He couldn’t sense the spell from this far away, but swept
the entire area. Sure enough, Allison appeared on a black horse, surrounded by
three wraiths and three mages. 


Azure held out his hand and hurled a twister at the group.
They were ready; someone canceled the spell long before it reached them. The
sorcerer threw several fireballs at them, but those died before reaching their
target, too. 


At that moment, Allison raised her arms to her side, and there
was a clap of thunder. Khaldun searched the plain to see what she might be
doing, but then Syllith pointed and said, “Look!” 


Khaldun spotted the enormous shadow rising out of the
ground, halfway between the two armies. It grew roughly thirty feet tall,
taking human shape and becoming solid. The ghoul howled and charged toward Highgate’s
army. 


Azure and Khaldun both threw fire at the monster, but it had
no effect. The ghoul reached the soldiers, grabbing one in each hand and
tossing them across the plain. 


“Quickly, get me closer,” Allure said to Semblant. They got
onto his carpet and launched across the city. Allure was on her feet, holding
her arms out to her sides, both hands glowing red. The ghoul was reaching for
another soldier, but at that moment, stood up straight and bellowed in pain. It
turned to smoke and started blowing away on the breeze. 


Khaldun sighed in relief, but then felt an earthquake shake
the keep. There was another thunderclap, and an enormous shadow burst out of
the ground. This time, it was a demon. The monster screamed at the sky, then
flew toward the city. It hit the city walls and disappeared. 


But then the screaming started. Fires erupted from several
points on the city’s second level. Khaldun canceled the flames, but several
more fires sprang to life. Vision helped him cancel them, but suddenly, the
demon rose out of the roof right in front of them. 


The monster stood before Vision and howled in rage. Vision
raised his hands to cast some kind of spell, but the demon entered his body.
The sorcerer’s eyes glowed red, and he growled, his voice that of a wild
animal. 


The others backed away from him, but Vision rose high into
the sky. He rained fire down on them from the sky. Khaldun cast a shield spell
in the nick of time, protecting them from the flames. And then the demon left
Vision’s body, hurling him high into the air toward the plain. 


“No!” Battleaxe screamed. 


But Semblant and Allure swooped out of the sky. One of them
called air, guiding Vision onto the carpet. The demon flew toward them, but
Allure raised both arms again, her hands glowing red. There was an ear-piercing
thunderclap, and the monster turned to smoke, slowly dissipating in the breeze.


“We need to eliminate her,” said Salerna. “They’re only
testing our defenses now. We’re finished if we have to face this kind of attack
in the middle of the battle.” 


“Your Highness, could I speak to you in private?” Khaldun
asked as Semblant returned to the roof. 


“Of course,” Salerna replied. 


She led him back inside and into the conference room.
Khaldun cast protective spells around the chamber to block sounds and magical
observation. 


“Your Highness, I beg you, let me go out there and talk to
Allison before you take any action. I need to learn the truth.” 


Salerna regarded him in silence for a moment. “I trust you
will do what must be done, should it come to that?” 


“You have my word.” 


Salerna nodded. “Go.” 


They returned to the roof. Allison and her group were no
longer visible, but there had been no further attacks. Khaldun made himself
invisible, then got on his carpet and took off into the sky. He circled high
above Fosland’s army once, then dove, flying close to the ground by their left
flank, alert for any invisibility spells. 


It took only a few minutes to find Allison. Khaldun sensed
her wraiths first, then found the invisibility spell. Moving inside of it,
while keeping himself hidden, he moved in close to Allison’s side. Then he
enclosed himself, the sorcerer, and her horse in a shield spell before removing
his invisibility. 


Allison’s horse reared, and one of the wraiths screamed.
They hurled fire at Khaldun, but his shield held. Allison managed to calm her
animal, and with fear in her eyes, said, “What are you doing here?” 


“I want the truth.” 


“What are you talking about?” 


“Did you murder Warhammer?” 


“What? No—of course not!” 


“Are you the one who let Dredmort and Nineve into the
university?” 


“No! I’d never seen either one of them before that night!”


Khaldun took a deep breath. “And did you take down the
barrier?” 


Allison hesitated for only a moment, then said, “No.” 


“You did,” Khaldun said with a sigh. “How did they
communicate with you prior to the attack?” 


“It wasn’t like that!” Allison screamed, her eyes welling up
with tears. 


Khaldun looked around at the wraiths and mages furiously
trying to get through his shield spell. He reinforced it but didn’t think it
would last much longer. 


“You have only seconds to explain it to me. It’s going to
break Jezebel’s heart if I kill you, but I will do it.” 


Allison met his gaze and sobbed. “I woke up with a knife at
my throat! Nineve was standing in the middle of our room, holding onto Mira,
pressing a blade against her neck. I could feel Dredmort’s hot breath on my
face. He told me that if I didn’t obey him, they’d kill Mira!” 


“What did you do?” Khaldun demanded. 


“Dredmort took me outside. He kept himself invisible, but
held onto my arm. Then he ordered me to take down the barrier. I didn’t know
how, but they were going to kill Mira! I had no choice!” 


“Did you do it?” 


“Yes!” Allison screamed, breaking down in sobs. “I f-felt
the magic, and I t-tore it down!” 


“Why did you lie to Jezebel? You told her you had nothing to
do with it!” 


“Because I’m ashamed!” she screamed. “I wanted to fight them
but they had Mira! The attack was all my fault!”


“It was not,” Khaldun told her. “You faced an impossible
choice.” 


“They kept me unconscious for the trip to the Darkhold, but
since then, they’ve been using a spell that forces me to do what they want. I’m
afraid of what they might make me do next!” 


Khaldun spotted Dredmort rushing over to them. “I have to
go.” 


“No—kill me! Please! They’re going to make me free Nyro!
Khaldun, please!” 


Khaldun shook his head. “We’re going to save you, Allison. I
promise. But in the meantime, you must do everything you can to protect
yourself—and Mira!” 


He could wait no longer. Dredmort had arrived, and was
casting some sort of spell that was creating cracks in his shield spell.
Khaldun made himself invisible and took off into the sky. Dredmort hurled
fireballs after him, but they went wide. Khaldun made his way back to the keep
roof. 


Landing near the people gathered there, he found Battleaxe,
Allure, Semblant, Vision, Syllith, and Salerna all staring at him expectantly.
“Your Highness?” Khaldun said, meeting her gaze. 


Salerna nodded and led him back inside. They returned to her
conference room, and Khaldun put the usual protective spells in place. Then he
told her what he’d learned. 


“So, she’s not completely innocent, but she is blameless,”
Salerna said with a sigh. “The poor girl. I don’t know what I would have done
in such a situation.” 


“I do,” Khaldun replied. “I couldn’t have let Mira die,
either.” 


“What do you propose we do about this? We cannot allow her
to fight against us in the battle. But killing her would be tragic.” 


Khaldun took a deep breath. “After what I just did, they’re
sure to move her. I could find her again and get her out of there on my carpet.
But then we have a problem.” 


“Dredmort would alert Henry, and he would invoke her true
name.” 


“It’s more than that, though. It’s a huge risk, but I might
be able to get her to Vision to reassign her bond before they execute her.
They’ll want to try retaking her first. Henry’s worked for too long to acquire
a sorcerer to let her go so easily. 


“But Allison was not the traitor. I’m sure of it now.
She didn’t murder Warhammer nor was she the one who let Dredmort and Nineve
into the university. And that means that whoever betrayed us is here with us
now. Even if I can get Allison to Vision in time, they’ll sabotage the rite
somehow. It’s long and complex and there are plenty of things that could go
wrong even in the best circumstances.” 


“Then, I’m afraid I’m confused,” Salerna said with a frown.
“Are you suggesting that we do nothing?” 


Khaldun realized there was only one way to proceed. Just one
chance of rescuing Allison and making sure that Henry couldn’t use her to
liberate Nyro. He explained his idea to Salerna. 


She sat down at the head of the table as he spoke, her
expression growing grimmer by the second. Finally, when he was done, she said,
“What you are proposing is madness.” Khaldun opened his mouth to reply, but she
held up one hand and added, “But it might well solve all of our problems.” 


Khaldun couldn’t help grinning. “This will have to wait till
nightfall to have any chance of succeeding. Can you hold off on assassinating
Allison?” 


“Yes, but you must act fast. Fosland will attack tomorrow, I
have no doubt—even if you succeed. We must neutralize Allison by then.” 


“I’ll take care of it, Your Highness,” he replied, turning
to leave. 


“And Khaldun?” He stopped and faced her. “Don’t attempt this
alone. Surely there must be someone you can trust?” 


Khaldun nodded. “I know just the person.” 


He ran back to his chambers. Once inside, he locked the
door, and cast his protective spells. Then he used his mirror to contact
Jezebel. Her face appeared in the glass almost immediately. 


“What happened?” she asked, tears welling up in her eyes. 


“Allison took down the barrier protecting the university.”
Jezebel sobbed, closing her eyes tight. “But she did it under duress. They were
threatening to kill Mira if she didn’t comply. And she didn’t kill Warhammer,
or let Henry’s mages into the university.” 


Jezebel sobbed again, but opened her eyes, her face
registering surprised relief. “You’re sure?” 


Khaldun nodded. “I have a plan to save her. But I’m going to
need Gemma’s help.” 


“Gemma’s?” Jezebel said in confusion. “But I don’t
understand—” 


“I won’t say more now, but I’ll see you soon.” 


“You will? Khaldun, what are you up to?” 


“Trust me,” he said with a grin. 


Khaldun put away the mirror and removed the spells, then
went to look for Battleaxe. He found her in the great hall, sitting down for a
meal with Cyclone. 


“Have you got a minute?” he asked. 


“Sure, what’s going on?” 


“Not here,” Khaldun said, gazing around at all the people.
“Come with me.” 


He led her into Salerna’s conference room, closing the door
behind him and casting his protective spells. 


“I’m going to save Allison. But it’s dangerous and I don’t
want to risk it alone. Salerna approved the mission, but nobody else can know.”



“I’m in,” she said. “What’s the plan?” 


“Can’t tell you yet,” he replied with a grin. “Only once
we’re underway.” 


“All right, then let’s go!” 


“No—not yet. But meet me here after dinner.” 


Khaldun spent the rest of the day trying to avoid contact
with any of the other mages. He knew they’d have questions, but his plan would
only work if none of them found out what was coming. But he returned to his
chambers before dinner and found Syllith waiting for him inside, lying on his
bed. 


“You’re avoiding me, sorcerer,” she said with a grin as she
got to her feet. 


“Not just you,” he said. 


“What happened with Allison today?” 


Khaldun sighed. He told her about his conversation with her.


“So, the real traitor is here. In the castle.” Khaldun
nodded. “What’s your plan?” 


“I can’t tell you—but it’s nothing personal. Nobody else but
Salerna knows. But if it works, it’ll save us all a whole lot of trouble.” 


Khaldun expected Syllith to try wrangling the truth out of
him, but much to his surprise, she only nodded, and said, “I’m starving. Join
me for dinner?” 


“Yes, definitely,” he replied with a chuckle. 


They went down to the great hall. The room was packed—all
the university’s mages were here, along with Salerna and her family, and her
mages and advisers. Khaldun sat with Syllith at the end of one table. He
spotted all the rest of the sorcerers casting him curious glances—Allure,
Semblant, Cyclone, Azure, Spring, Mist, and Intuit—as well as the rest of the
governors. 


One of these people was the traitor, Khaldun reminded
himself. One of them had murdered Warhammer and let Dredmort and Nineve into
the university. And in only a few more hours, he would be doing his very best
to undo their carefully laid plans. 


 


 










Chapter Twenty-six: Assassination


 


After dinner, Khaldun said goodnight to Syllith and headed
back up to his chambers. But once he’d gone inside, he made himself invisible,
then moved back into the hallway. He hurried down to Salerna’s conference room
and found Battleaxe waiting for him. She started when he opened the door, but
he removed his invisibility spell and said, “Ready?” 


Khaldun made them both invisible, then headed up to the top
floor of the keep. They went up to the roof, and Khaldun paused, gazing out
across the plain. Tens of thousands of men were out there, divided up into the
opposing army camps. Fires dotted the land, and even from this height, he
caught whiffs of wood smoke. 


“So, what are we doing?” Battleaxe asked. 


“Not yet,” he replied, removing his carpet from the void and
unfurling it on the roof. “Let’s go.”


They took their seats, and he launched into the sky, heading
northwest. Khaldun flew as fast as he could, and Battleaxe called air, adding
to their speed. Full night had fallen by the time they reached Fosland City.
Khaldun took them a little farther north, navigating by the moonlight, and
landed on the top of an enormous bluff overlooking the city and the surrounding
plain. Getting to his feet, Khaldun stretched for a moment, then looked out at
the city. 


“Now can you tell me what the hell we’re doing out
here?” said Battleaxe, standing next to him. 


“Yes,” he replied. “Do you know where are?” 


“Unless I’ve lost all sense of direction, that must be the
Darkhold right there.” 


“That’s correct. We’re going to save Allison. I figured we’d
take her to Vision and hope that he could reassign her bond before Henry could
invoke her true name. But that was always going to be risky, and while I’m
pretty sure I can trust Vision, that plan would have given the traitor an
opportunity to sabotage the rite.” 


“So… why are we in Fosland?” 


“We’re going to kidnap Henry and take him to Spanbrook.” 


“What? Why?” 


“Because I can trust everyone there. And one of Jezebel’s
mages can reassign Henry’s line of succession. We’ll name Princess Jezebel his
immediate heir, and then we’ll kill Henry.” 


Battleaxe gasped. “That means Allison’s bond will pass to
Jezebel.”


“Precisely.” 


Battleaxe nodded appreciatively. “This is the craziest plan
I’ve ever heard. I love it. But how do we get to Henry?” 


“We wait,” said Khaldun, sitting down on the ground. “It’s
still early. But at some point, Henry’s going to drink himself into oblivion
and collapse in his bed.” 


“So, what—we fly up to his window and grab him?” 


“That’s what I was thinking,” Khaldun said with a shrug. 


“He’s going to have guards posted,” said Battleaxe. 


“Of course,” Khaldun agreed. “That shouldn’t be a problem.” 


“He’ll have mages, too,” said Battleaxe, sitting down next
to him. 


“Nineve, probably,” Khaldun replied. “We haven’t seen her in
Highgate yet. I’m betting he wanted to keep at least one of his top
mages behind to protect the Darkhold. And she provides certain other benefits
as well.” 


Battleaxe looked puzzled for a moment, then said, “Oh, are
they intimate?” 


“Last I knew.” 


Battleaxe pulled her weapons out of the void and set them
down next to her. “I like it.”


“We should take out Nineve while we’re here,” Khaldun told
her. “And destroy any mirrors we can find. There’s no telling what Dredmort
might do if he finds out about this, so we need to make sure they have no way
to alert him.” 


“You know, if we pull this off, you need a new name,”
Battleaxe said with a grin. “Most sorcerers take one, usually once they’ve come
into their full power. I’m thinking we could call you ‘Kingslayer’.” 


Khaldun chuckled. “I don’t think so.” 


“How about ‘Audacity’?” 


“No!” 


“‘Princebane’?”


“I think I’ll give it a few years before I consider a name
change,” he said, grinning. 


They sat in silence for a few minutes, then Khaldun said, “I
wonder why no one has attempted this before.” 


“Assassinating Henry?” Battleaxe asked. He nodded. “I’m not
sure what purpose it would have served. This move isn’t going to eliminate the
threat Fosland poses to the rest of Maeda—Henry’s successor will take over,
whoever that may be. And that person will inherit control of the princedom’s
resources and military might.


“And normally, Henry probably has several mages protecting
him at all times. We’re taking advantage of circumstances here, with nearly all
of his wizards and witches reassigned to Highgate. And Azure was the only one
with a carpet, so I’m not sure if anyone else could have pulled this off.” 


“That explains it,” Khaldun said with a nod. “And doing this
now only makes sense because he commands a sorcerer.” 


They waited a couple of hours, then Khaldun made them
invisible, and they took off into the night. He flew them over the city and
right up to the Darkhold’s keep, hovering about a hundred yards away. 


“Which room is Henry’s?” Battleaxe asked. 


“I’m not sure, but I’d bet it’s the big one in the middle of
the top floor.” 


“With the terrace overlooking the city?” said Battleaxe.
“Yeah, that makes sense. No guards posted, though. He must not be in there
yet.” 


Khaldun took them around the keep, but they didn’t see any
other area that looked like it could be Henry’s. They moved back to their
original position and watched for a while, but there was no sign of activity
inside. Khaldun flew them to a nearby rooftop, and they landed there. The
position afforded them a clear view of Henry’s chambers. 


Finally, at least an hour later, they spotted light
emanating from the room, as if someone had lit some oil lamps. Two guards emerged,
taking positions on the terrace. 


“This is it,” said Battleaxe. “Let’s go.” 


“Not yet,” Khaldun replied. “Give it some time. This’ll be
easier if we wait till he’s asleep.” 


Another thirty minutes went by, and finally, the lights in
the room dimmed. Khaldun reinforced their invisibility spell, and they flew
back to the keep. He used the knockout spell to put the two guards under, then
took the carpet in closer, right outside Henry’s doors. 


Peering inside, he spotted two naked women kneeling on the
bed, one behind the other, both facing the headboard. The one in front had
flaming red hair; this had to be Nineve. Khaldun didn’t recognize the other. He
wondered where Henry was for a moment, until he realized he was beneath them.
Nineve was straddling his face, while the other woman was riding him. They were
so close that he could hear them moaning. 


“I did not need to see this,” Battleaxe hissed. 


Khaldun set them down on the terrace. They got to their feet
and waited. The minutes dragged by until finally Henry and his women finished.
Nineve sat on the edge of the bed, grabbed her staff, and extinguished the last
oil lamp. Then she lay back down next to the other two. 


After a few minutes, Khaldun nodded to Battleaxe. They
slipped into the room, and Khaldun used his knockout spell to make sure the
three of them were under, one at a time. 


“I’ll take care of the witch,” said Battleaxe, approaching
the bed. But just then, Nineve sat up, grabbing her staff, and igniting the oil
lamps. “Who’s there?” she screamed, looking around frantically. 


“Shit,” Khaldun muttered. 


Nineve slipped out of the bed and called fire, creating a
wall of flames between the bed and the invisible intruders. Khaldun canceled
it, and called magic, encasing her in a sheet of glowing blue energy. Battleaxe
rushed in, swinging one axe and decapitating her. Blood spurted from the
witch’s neck as her body collapsed on the floor. 


“I guess her magic was too strong for your sleep spell,
huh?” Battleaxe said with a shrug. 


Just then, the doors to the corridor burst open, and two
wizards rushed into the room, with half a dozen guards right behind them.
Battleaxe cut down one of the mages, while Khaldun called fire, trying to
ignite the other from within. Nothing happened at first, so he poured more
power into the spell, until the wizard went up in flames. His charred corpse
fell to the floor. 


Khaldun was about to ignite one of the guards, but Battleaxe
was in his way. She moved like the wind, and in seconds, it was over. All the
guards lay dead. 


Henry stirred then, grunting and groaning as he tried to sit
up. But Khaldun hit him with another knockout spell and he fell silent. 


“Let’s get him out of here,” he said. Calling air, he lifted
Henry off the bed, encasing him in a sheet of energy, and moving him out to the
terrace. He lay him across the middle of the carpet. 


They went back inside, and Khaldun found a small mirror on
the nightstand. “This one must be Henry’s,” he said, smashing it on the stone
floor. 


Battleaxe held out one hand, sweeping it around the room.
Then she moved to a chair in the corner, and picked up a pile of black leather.
Khaldun recognized it as the clothing Nineve always wore. Battleaxe pulled a
mirror out of a small pocket in the inside of the bosom, set it on the floor,
and stomped on it with her boot heel. 


They both checked the rest of the chambers, but found no
other mirrors. The devices were imbued with magic, which sorcerers could use to
sense them. Finally, the two of them went back outside, retaking their
positions on the carpet. Khaldun lifted them off the terrace, and they shot
into the sky. 


Khaldun headed northwest, and Battleaxe added to their
speed. Flying at night was difficult, but Nomad had taught him long ago how to
navigate by the stars. He kept running through their plan in his head, and
realized one potential flaw. The act of transferring Allison’s bond to Jezebel
wouldn’t be complete until Henry was dead. And this meant that as long as he
was alive, Henry could invoke Allison’s true name. Khaldun doubted he would do
it until the instant he realized his death was imminent. But just in case, he
would be ready to incinerate him at a moment’s notice.


Once they’d reached Spanbrook, Khaldun landed in the
courtyard. Pulling out his mirror, he called out to Jezebel. It took her a
minute, but finally she answered with her sleepy eyes. 


“We’re here. Can you fetch Gemma and meet us in my tower
chambers?” 


“We’ll be right there,” she replied. 


Khaldun called air, lifting the naked prince off the carpet
and taking him to the tower. He didn’t have his key, but Jezebel showed up with
Gemma only moments later, and Jezebel had hers. Khaldun introduced them to
Battleaxe, then the four of them went inside, Khaldun moving Henry up the steps
in front of him. 


Inside his chambers, he lit the torches and sat Henry in one
of the chairs. He kept the binding energy in place, but canceled the sleep
spell to wake him up. Henry took in his surroundings for a moment, his brow
furrowed in confusion, but then seemed to recognize Khaldun and Jezebel. 


“What in the fuck is this?” he demanded. “Where am I?” 


“Welcome to Spanbrook, Your Majesty,” Jezebel said
with a smirk. 


“You stupid bitch! What is the meaning of this? Let me out
of this thing!” He struggled against the energy sheet. Khaldun couldn’t help
but grin. 


“The mighty King Henry,” said Battleaxe. “You’re smaller
than I imagined. Of course, I always pictured you with clothes on, too…” 


“You must be that warrior mage,” Henry said with a sneer.
“I’ve heard about you. We had to kill your teacher to make sure he didn’t
interfere. But don’t worry, you’ll be next.” 


Battleaxe grabbed him by the throat. Henry spat in her face.
The sorcerer backhanded him, bloodying his lip. 


“Enough!” said Jezebel. “What are we doing with him?” she
asked Khaldun. 


“He’s Allison’s conjurnor,” Khaldun told her. “I was
thinking we could reassign his line of succession to make you and your parents
his heirs, and then kill him.” 


Jezebel gave him a blank stare for a moment, then gasped.
“But that means… Allison’s bond—” 


“Would pass to you, Your Highness,” said Khaldun. 


Jezebel grabbed him in a bearhug so tight Khaldun thought
his ribs might crack. He patted her on the back for a moment, and then she
pulled away. Turning to Gemma, she said, “Do it.” 


“Gladly,” Gemma said with a smile, moving to the cabinet to
prepare the potion. 


“You will never get away with this!” Henry shouted, his face
turning red. “My mages will come to my rescue! I’m going to cut off your
fucking heads and shit down your throats!” 


Jezebel ignored him, but Khaldun said, “I’m afraid not.
Nobody knows you’re here. Your people in Highgate think you’re still in
Fosland. And we destroyed your mirrors so nobody can alert them.” 


Henry blanched. Gemma returned, a vial in her hand. Henry
stared at it and clamped his mouth shut. Battleaxe grabbed him by the hair,
pulling his head back with one gloved hand, and forcing his jaw open with the
other. “Do it!”


Gemma poured the potion into his mouth, but Henry spat it
out at her. 


“Go fuck yourselves! I’m not drinking that shit! You
stupid—” 


Battleaxe punched him in the stomach and Henry groaned. 


“Do you know that spell that makes people susceptible to
suggestion?” Khaldun asked her. 


“I wish I did,” she replied, glaring at Henry. “But I have a
better idea, if Gemma would be willing to prepare another potion?” 


Gemma went back to the cabinet, returning moments later with
a second batch. Battleaxe held out her hand, and Gemma gave her the vial. The
sorcerer called air, freezing its contents, and the vial cracked. She pulled
away the glass, and handed Gemma the frozen potion, saying, “I’ll force his
mouth open again, and you shove this down his throat.” 


Gemma nodded, and Henry started swearing at them. But
Battleaxe pried his jaws open again, and Gemma pushed the cylinder of ice down
his throat. Henry gagged and coughed and tried spitting it up, but it stayed
down. 


Pulling out her wand, Gemma said, “Your Highness, please
remind me of the names of your heirs?” 


“Robert Barclay, Vivien Barclay, and Treynor Renshaw,” said
Jezebel. 


Gemma nodded, then began reciting her spell. Henry spouted a
steady stream of curses, struggling mightily against his magical bonds, but
Gemma continued. Khaldun heard Jezebel’s names and those of her heirs. When she
was done, Henry’s body emitted a glow for a moment. 


“It’s done,” Gemma told them.


Khaldun readied his spell; if Henry uttered Allison’s name,
he would incinerate him before he could finish invoking her true name.


“Thank you,” said Jezebel. “Now,” she added to Henry,
pulling out her own wand. “Who’s the traitor?” 


Henry laughed at her. “Fuck you. I’m not telling you
anything.” 


Jezebel called fire, burning the hair off his head. Henry
screamed. “Who is it?” she demanded. 


“We’re going to reduce Highgate to rubble and then we’re
coming for you!” 


Jezebel called a flame, bringing it within inches of his
face. Henry tried to blow it out, then spat on it, but Jezebel brought the fire
right up to his nose. Henry screamed again. 


“WHO’S THE TRAITOR?!” Jezebel shouted. 


“Allure! It’s Allure!” 


“I knew it!” said Khaldun. 


“No, wait,” Henry said with a grin. “Not Allure. It was
Syllith.” 


“What?” said Jezebel. 


“You gullible fucks. I was joking. It was Azure all along.” 


Jezebel grew her flame to twice its size, singing his
eyebrows. “The truth—NOW!”


“Fuck yourself!” 


Khaldun put his hand on Jezebel’s shoulder. She canceled the
flame, pulling away from him and yelling, “Shit!” 


“You can all rot in hell!” Henry shouted. “It doesn’t matter
who she’s bound to. Dredmort can still force that pale bitch to do whatever we
want! You’re still going to lose!” 


“May I, Your Highness?” said Battleaxe, moving one axe blade
toward Henry’s groin. 


“No, forget it,” said Jezebel. “We’re done here. Kill him,”
she added to Khaldun. 


Henry locked eyes with Khaldun, an expression of rage on his
face. He opened his mouth to speak, but Khaldun unleashed his spell,
incinerating him from within. Henry screamed for a moment but it was cut off as
the flames consumed him.


“Good riddance,” Battleaxe muttered. 


Jezebel fixed Khaldun with a stare. “It worked. I know
Allison’s true name!” 


 


 










Chapter Twenty-seven: Rescue


 


Jezebel grabbed Khaldun in a hug. “Thank you for this.” 


“Don’t thank me yet. They still have her.” 


“Yes, of course,” Jezebel replied, tears slipping down her
cheeks. “Will you both stay here and get some sleep before you fly back to
Highgate?” 


“I’m afraid not,” said Khaldun. “We must not delay.” 


Jezebel nodded. “Be safe. And please, contact me with any
news.” 


“I will.” 


The four of them left the tower together, then Khaldun and
Battleaxe said farewell to Jezebel and Gemma. They boarded the carpet and took
off into the night sky. 


It was nearly dawn by the time they’d reached Highgate. Khaldun
circled high above the enemy encampment, but couldn’t see Mira or Allison
anywhere. He set them down on the keep roof. 


“I am quite tired,” he said as he rolled up the carpet. “But
I don’t imagine I’ll be seeing my bed anytime soon.” 


Battleaxe patted him on the shoulder. “Luckily for us,
sorcerers don’t need to sleep every night. Come on, we’d better report to
Salerna.” 


They went inside the keep and found the princess’s chambers.
Four soldiers stood guard outside her doors, along with one of her mages.
Khaldun told them they needed to see Salerna immediately. The witch slipped
inside, returning moments later and saying, “Her Highness will see you now.” 


Khaldun and Battleaxe entered her chambers, and the witch
closed the door behind them. Salerna greeted them, still wearing her robe, and
invited them to sit down with her in her private office. Jennifer was still in
bed, and gave them a little wave as they passed. 


Salerna sat down behind her desk, and Khaldun and Battleaxe
took the two seats across from her. Once Khaldun had cast his protective
spells, they took turns telling her how it had gone. 


“Well done, both of you,” the princess said once they’d
finished. “You’ve rid the world of one of the worst despots Anoria has ever
seen. Unfortunately, the war machine he built lives on. I’m sure Dredmort will
have heard the news by now, and they’ll proceed with their attack as planned.” 


“Dredmort cannot possibly know yet,” said Khaldun. “We
destroyed Henry and Nineve’s mirrors. The castle will have to send a rider, who
will take days to reach here.” 


“Interesting,” said Salerna, steepling her fingers together.
“I’ll be curious to see what Dredmort does next. Will he execute their
operation without the final orders from the Darkhold? Time will tell.


“But what of Allison? Will she know that she is no longer
bound to Henry?” 


“I don’t think so,” said Battleaxe. “Conjurnors typically
become aware of a new bond immediately when they learn the mage’s true name.
But sorcerers have no way to tell.” 


“I sensed nothing when my bond switched from Aldo to
Jezebel,” said Khaldun. “So, I doubt Allison will have any idea.” 


“We should find a way to tell her,” Battleaxe suggested. 


“Yes,” Salerna agreed. “Although I daresay they will have
increased the security around her after Khaldun made contact.”


“Your Highness, at this point, I believe our goal should be
to rescue Allison,” said Khaldun. “Only Jezebel knows her true name, so that
threat, at least, has been removed. And rescuing her also deprives them of
their means of liberating Nyro.” 


Salerna frowned but nodded. “Yes, I believe we must. But let
us assess the state of affairs this morning and determine the best way to
proceed.


“But you two must be exhausted from your journey. We have a
little time yet before battle is likely to be joined. You should both try to
get a little sleep.” 


Khaldun and Battleaxe left Salerna’s chambers and headed up
the corridor. Battleaxe’s room was on the floor below, so they went down the
stairs, stopping on the landing. 


“We make a good team,” said Battleaxe, shaking his hand. “I
look forward to working with you again.” 


“Agreed,” Khaldun said with a grin. “Something tells me
we’ll get the chance rather soon.” 


He trotted down the next flight of steps, but almost ran
into Allure on the landing. 


“Here you are,” she said, standing uncomfortably close and
stroking his cheek with one hand. “I was looking for you after dinner, but
couldn’t find you anywhere. Nobody else had seen you either, so I figured you
must have left the castle. I stayed up quite late waiting for you to return.” 


“Yes, ah… we just got back,” he stammered, backing away a few
steps. 


“You were gone a long time. Where did you go?” 


“I’m sorry. It was a secret mission for Princess Salerna.” 


Khaldun hurried off before she could interrogate him
further. She was very persuasive—Khaldun found himself wanting to tell
her everything. But he knew it was some sort of magic. Something Allure seemed
to have in common with Nyro, in fact, based on his interactions with her
through the artifact. 


Reaching his chambers, Khaldun collapsed on the bed but
couldn’t sleep. His mind was still abuzz from the night’s events, and the
encounter with Allure had rattled him. She’d reminded him forcibly of Nyro;
this alone made him suspect her as the traitor. Although she’d come clean about
her research into necromancy back in Arthos, that hardly cleared her. And if
she were in league with Fosland, then she’d almost certainly try to
sabotage any mission to rescue Allison. 


Khaldun couldn’t settle down and finally gave up on sleep.
Getting out of bed, he realized that he was famished. He made his way down to
the great hall and found that the entire castle seemed to be there for
breakfast. Sitting down with Battleaxe, he told her about his brief
conversation with Allure. 


Gazing around the room, Battleaxe replied, “It seems like
everyone’s watching us again. Allure’s not the only one I distrust. We’d better
keep our eyes open in the battle today.” 


Khaldun couldn’t agree more. 


After their meal, the two of them headed up to the roof.
Salerna and Azure were there already, as were Syllith, Allure, Semblant, Vision,
and Raphael, the top military commanders, and about a dozen soldiers. Salerna
had deployed the rest of the university and Highgate mages to the battlements
on the city’s various levels. Except the sorcerers’ conjurnors—they’d been
ordered to remain in their chambers for the duration of the battle to keep them
safe.


On the plain far below, Highgate’s army had formed ranks.
Many dozens of archers had taken position on either flank, and a dozen
trebuchets were lined up, ready to hurl incendiary missiles into the enemy
ranks. 


But the Foslanders had yet to organize. Khaldun heard the
other mages express confusion about the situation—they’d fully expected Fosland
to unleash its onslaught this morning. Azure flew off on his carpet to survey
the plain, going invisible as he passed over the city. He returned fifteen
minutes later. 


“There are still more Foslander units arriving from the
north,” he reported. “Perhaps they’re delaying the attack until the rest of
their forces arrive?” 


“I think not,” Salerna replied. She asked the mages and her commanders
to join her inside, leaving only the soldiers on the roof, and led them down to
her conference room. 


Salerna gazed around at them once they’d all taken their
seats. “Last night, Khaldun and Battleaxe abducted Henry from the Darkhold and
transported him to Spanbrook. Once Princess Jezebel’s witch had reassigned her
as his direct heir, Khaldun executed him. Khaldun and Battleaxe also
assassinated Nineve and destroyed the mirrors she and Henry were using to
communicate with their people here.” 


“So, that’s why they haven’t attacked yet,” said Azure. “We
cut of the head of the snake. Dredmort is hesitating without any direct orders
to proceed.” 


“Allison’s bond should not have been reassigned to
Jezebel,” said Vision. “Spanbrook already has one sorcerer, and it is Allison’s
homeland. You should have consulted the governors before taking this action.” 


“Forgive me, but we have larger problems now,” said Salerna.
“The university has been destroyed and your council has been compromised. We
could not risk revealing this mission to anyone—I authorized it myself.” 


“And now we must alert Allison,” Azure told them. “She will
have no way of knowing that she is no longer bound to Henry. Does she still
have her mirror?” 


“No,” Khaldun replied. “They found it and destroyed it.” 


“Sadly, even if we could communicate the information to
Allison, it may not change much,” Salerna said. “They could still use their
spell of suggestion to force her to obey.” 


“At this point, we should rescue Allison,” said Khaldun.
“The problem before was that Henry could have invoked her true name. We have
removed that threat.” 


“Dredmort is sure to have increased the security around
her,” Azure pointed out. “Rescue may not be possible anymore.” 


“And we’ll have to find her again. I’m sure they’ve moved
her from the left flank by now,” Khaldun added. “But we have to try.” 


“I agree,” said Salerna. “Removing her from the battlefield
will eliminate their leverage on Mira. That could make it easier for her to
resist. And it robs them of their ability to liberate Nyro, which I am sure
continues to be their true objective. Khaldun, I assume you would like to carry
out this mission yourself?” 


“Yes, Your Highness.” 


“He shouldn’t go alone this time,” said Azure. 


“I’ll go with him,” said Battleaxe. “When do we leave?” 


“Right now,” said Salerna, getting to her feet. “Azure will
fly separately and cover you in case you get into any trouble.” 


The group returned to the roof. Gazing out across the plain,
Khaldun could see that the Foslander army was finally forming ranks. It seemed
that Dredmort had decided to take matters into his own hands. 


“I need to link us to each other’s carpets,” Azure said to
Khaldun. “We’ll both be using our own invisibility spells, but this will allow us
to track each other.” 


“How does it work?” Khaldun asked. 


“It creates a beacon that shines through the invisibility
spell, but only someone linked to it can see it. You won’t be able to see the
rider, but you’ll be able to track the carpet.” 


Khaldun nodded, and Azure held out both hands. Both carpets
glowed for a moment before returning to normal. Salerna remained on the roof
with Allure, Semblant, Syllith, Vision, and Raphael as Khaldun launched into
the sky with Battleaxe, Azure right behind them on his own carpet. Khaldun
encased them in invisibility and shield spells. 


Khaldun soared over the enemy forces, heading toward their
left flank where Allison had been last time. He flew in low, circling her
previous position, and trying to sense any invisibility spells below. Flying
wider with each pass, he failed to find anything. He flew concentric circles
around the right flank, too, but couldn’t find any invisibility spells here,
either. 


But the Foslanders were still organizing, a steady stream of
them making their way onto the battlefield. And Khaldun felt a sense of dread
as they passed over their camp, suggesting that the wraiths were there.
Climbing higher and circling the entire plain, he gave it a few minutes, then
went in low to check again. Finally, he felt the presence of wraiths on their
right flank, and found an invisibility spell in the same area. Khaldun moved
them in closer. Reaching out with one hand, he removed the magic. 


Allison was there astride her horse, but this time, Lane sat
on his own mount right next to her. They had four wraiths around them, and half
a dozen soldiers. 


“Someone’s removed our invisibility!” Lane shouted. “Guards,
stand ready!”


Khaldun called fire, trying to incinerate Lane from within.
His magic failed, but exposed a shield spell protecting the whole group. Just
then, someone removed Khaldun’s invisibility spell, too. Khaldun and Battleaxe
hurled a barrage of fire spells at their shield. Glowing cracks began to form
along its surface. 


But at the same time, the wraiths converged on Khaldun and
Battleaxe, throwing their own blast of magic at their shield spell. The
soldiers surrounded their position, too, ready to attack as soon as the opportunity
arose.


Finally, they weakened the enemy’s shield enough that
Khaldun was able to cancel it. But at that moment, his own shield failed, too.
Khaldun called air, ready to lift Allison out of her saddle and get them out of
there. But at that moment, Battleaxe shouted his name. 


Glancing behind him, he spotted the flames engulfing the
rear of the carpet. Battleaxe managed to extinguish the fire, but Khaldun lost
control momentarily, and they dropped several feet. The soldiers charged,
swinging their swords. Battleaxe fended them off, but they were about to be
swamped. Focusing with all his might, Khaldun flew them higher and away from
the melee. 


But it was no use—the flames had done too much damage. The
spells that enabled the carpet to fly were coming unraveled. They were losing
height again despite Khaldun’s best efforts. There was no way they could make
it back to the castle, so he got them as far from the Foslanders as he could. But
finally, the carpet’s spells failed altogether, and they crashed on the plain.
Khaldun and Battleaxe toppled onto the ground, rolling several times before
regaining their feet. 


Turning, Khaldun spotted a dozen riders charging toward
them, including Lane and another wizard he didn’t recognize. He scanned the sky
quickly, but didn’t see Azure anywhere. 


“Focus on the mages,” Battleaxe told him, weapons at the
ready. “I’ll take care of the soldiers.” 


Their enemies surrounded them moments later. Battleaxe went
to work, her blades moving too fast to see. Lane tried hitting her with a fire
spell; Khaldun didn’t bother canceling it, because his magic wasn’t strong
enough to affect her. Instead, he called air, hurling a twister at the two
wizards. It sucked the unknown wizard out of his saddle, hurling him across the
plain, but Lane retreated in time to avoid it. 


Khaldun was preparing his next spell, but Azure appeared in
their midst, his carpet hovering a few feet off the ground. 


“Get on!” he shouted as he called a wall of flame twenty
feet high around Lane. 


Khaldun didn’t need to be told twice. Jumping onto the
carpet, he cast a shield spell around them, cutting Battleaxe off from the
soldiers. She leaped onto the carpet, then Azure took off. Looking down,
Khaldun spotted Lane collecting the remains of his carpet. He didn’t believe
they’d be able to salvage it, but just in case, called fire to incinerate the rest
of it. Azure took them high into the sky as Khaldun and Battleaxe called earth
to keep themselves from falling off. 


Azure circled the plain once to gain some height. Khaldun
searched the ground below, but couldn’t find Allison anywhere. They must have
renewed the invisibility spell around her, and probably moved her again. They
reached the top of the keep and disembarked. 


“That’s too bad,” Azure said as they headed toward the rest
of the group. “I thought you had her before they hit your carpet with that fire
spell.” 


“They didn’t hit us,” Battleaxe said with a scowl. 


“What are you talking about?” asked Khaldun. 


“That spell came from above. It was either someone in the
air, or back here on the roof.” 


Khaldun’s heart leaped into his throat as he realized that
Allure and Semblant were missing—along with Semblant’s carpet.


“It was a valiant effort,” Salerna told them as they reached
the others. But then she saw the look on Khaldun’s face and added, “What’s
wrong?”


“Where did Allure and Semblant go?” Battleaxe asked. “One of
them is responsible for torching Khaldun’s carpet.” 


The others looked around in confusion, and Syllith said,
“They were here a minute ago…” 


Salerna turned to one of her commanders. “Have your men seal
all the exits and search the castle. Find those sorcerers and alert Azure to
their location.” 


“Yes, Your Highness,” the man said before running off. 


“There’s a good chance they’re already gone,” Azure told
Salerna.


“That may well be true,” she said with a sigh. “But we need
to be sure. Do a quick sweep yourself—the soldiers can’t sense invisibility
spells. Check their chambers and all the exits.” 


Azure nodded and hurried off. 


Khaldun felt anxious but relieved at the same time. Their
rescue attempt had forced Allure and Semblant to expose themselves as the
traitors. They’d had no choice but to act. If Khaldun and Battleaxe had
succeeded, Dredmort would have lost Allison. 


Gazing across the battlefield, Khaldun expected to spot the
two sorcerers joining the Foslanders against them, but couldn’t see them
anywhere. But nearly all the rest of the troops had joined their lines. The
battle was sure to start soon. 


There was only one thing about the situation Khaldun
couldn’t figure out. If Allure and Semblant were working for Fosland, why did
they need Allison? Either one of them could have liberated and bound Nyro. 


Perhaps those two didn’t wish to become necromancers? Khaldun
knew for sure he didn’t want to make that transformation. Not yet, anyway. And
he supposed it was also possible neither of them was willing to be bound to
Henry—or to Dredmort. Keeping their current conjurnors had to be more
appealing, especially if they could have kept up their ruse. They enjoyed far
more freedom than they’d have under the Foslanders.


But now, their conjurnors could invoke their true names if
Allure or Semblant acted against them. Khaldun knew that no sorcerer could
cause harm to their conjurnor, otherwise he was sure those two would murder
theirs at this point. 


Khaldun gasped. Turning to Salerna, he said, “Allure and
Semblant can’t harm their own conjurnors, but—” 


“They could murder each other’s,” Salerna finished for him,
her eyes wide. 


Vision overheard them. “Come with me,” he said to Khaldun
and Battleaxe, hurrying toward the stairway. 


“Who are their conjurnors?” Battleaxe asked as they hurried
down the steps. 


“Madeline is Semblant’s,” he replied. “Felix is Allure’s.” 


“Who’s Felix?” Khaldun asked as they ran along the corridor.



“One of the other governors.” 


Vision stopped near the far end of the hall, pounding on the
door to one of the rooms. There was no answer, so he used magic to unlock it,
and the three of them moved inside. But at that moment, Madeline emerged from
the washroom wearing only a towel. 


“What is going on?” she demanded, her wand in hand. 


“Apologies, my lady,” said Vision. “We were concerned for
your safety. Have you seen Allure or Semblant?” 


“No, I thought they were with you, preparing for the
battle?” 


Vision explained what had happened. 


“That’s impossible,” she said, her face registering shock.
“I long suspected they were digging up secrets best left buried, but never did
I think they would betray us like this…” 


“Please remain here,” Vision said to Battleaxe. “You, come
with me,” he added to Khaldun. 


They hurried down to the next level, and Vision knocked on
Felix’s door. 


“Come in,” said a voice from within. 


Khaldun followed Vision into the chambers, and they found
the wizard sitting at his table, gazing out the window. The city and the plain
beyond were visible outside. Vision explained the situation, but Felix hadn’t
seen the two sorcerers, either. 


“I’ll remain here,” Vision said to Khaldun. “Please let
Salerna know that the conjurnors are safe.” 


Khaldun nodded, hurrying out of the room. He ran all the way
to the roof, and updated the princess. Several minutes later, Azure returned
with the commander, and also reported no sign of the sorcerers inside the
castle. But moments later, Allure and Semblant landed on the roof, getting up
from their carpet. Khaldun prepared a spell, and Syllith and Raphael grasped
their staffs. 


“Where have you been?” Salerna demanded, her eyes narrowing.



“We flew off to rescue Khaldun and Battleaxe when their
carpet went down,” Allure told her with a look of confusion. “Azure got to them
first, so we tried to find Allison. We thought we might still be able to grab
her, but we haven’t been able to locate her.” 


“Liar,” said Syllith. “We know what you did.” 


“What the hell are you talking about?” Allure asked, her
fists clenched. 


“The Foslanders didn’t ignite my carpet,” Khaldun told her.
“The spell came from above. It had to be someone airborne, or here on the
roof.” 


“And you think it was one of us?” Allure said, her voice
full of disbelief. “We tried to save you!” 


Just then, the sound of horns drifted up from the plain.
Staring out at the battlefield, Khaldun spotted a rider in red speeding back
and forth in front of the Foslander lines, rallying their troops. The battle
was about to be joined. 


“We don’t have time for this right now,” said Salerna.
“Where are Vision and Battleaxe?” 


“With the conjurnors,” Khaldun told her. 


“We need them here. Quickly.” 


Khaldun felt apprehensive about letting Allure and Semblant
out of his sight, but he locked eyes with Syllith for a moment, and she nodded,
still gripping her staff. Azure and Raphael remained alert, too. The horns
sounded again, and Khaldun hurried off to fetch the sorcerers. 


 










Chapter Twenty-eight: The Battle of Highgate


 


Khaldun went to get Battleaxe first. He told her about
Allure and Semblant’s return and the explanation for their absence on their way
up to Madeline’s room. 


“Do you believe them?” she asked. 


“I don’t know,” said Khaldun. “But we have more urgent
concerns now.” 


They reached Madeline’s room and told Vision the news, then
the three of them ran up to the roof. Khaldun heard drumbeats coming from the
enemy army. Azure had assembled the mages; Khaldun, Vision, and Battleaxe
joined them. 


“Semblant and I will bombard the enemy mages and wraiths
from the air,” he told them. “Syllith, you’ll remain airborne but stay out of
the fight unless we need you for a rescue mission. I’ll link all three carpets
to each of us here so everyone can see what we’re doing and assist as
necessary.


“Those of us in the air need to stay away from Mira’s null.
They’ll most likely position her to protect as many of their troops as
possible. 


“We’ve seen what Allison can do, and Dredmort will surely
use her to bombard the city with necromantic attacks while the battle rages.
Allure’s sole responsibility will be counteracting anything she throws at us.” 


“Couldn’t she unleash some ghouls and demons of her own
against the Foslanders?” Battleaxe asked. “A ghoul would be able to get through
Mira’s null and inflict significant damage.” 


“I can try,” said Allure. “But wraiths are creatures of
necromancy. I suspect every one of them can banish such beings.” 


“It’s worth a shot,” Azure agreed. “Khaldun and Vision will
do everything they can to protect our troops from thaumaturgic assaults. We
don’t have a null to protect them, so we can expect the enemy mages to hit them
hard. 


“Battleaxe and Raphael will maintain shield spells to
protect our people here on the roof. We haven’t seen their dragons yet, but be
on the lookout for them. Canceling the air beneath them has proven effective in
robbing them of their flight.


“Syllith, should we expect Enigma and Sage to make an
appearance today?” 


“I don’t think so,” she replied. “I did speak to Enigma
briefly this morning—he reports that they should have the critical repairs
finished by nightfall. So, he hopes to fly here tomorrow at first light.” 


“Understood,” Azure replied. “We must also do our best to
keep an eye on Allison; I will find her and cancel her invisibility spell. At
some point, we continue to believe they will remove her from the battlefield
and set out for Shifar. We must do everything in our power to stop them.” 


He linked each of them to the three carpets, then the three
fliers launched into the sky. They went invisible, but Khaldun could make out a
red glow emanating from each carpet, even though he couldn’t see the carpets
themselves. 


Horns sounded from the plain, and the Foslander ranks began
their march toward the city. Their mages and wraiths were positioned at their
flanks, undoubtedly keeping them outside of Mira’s null to ensure they could
use magic. Khaldun spotted Mira right in the center, astride her white horse.
He wished he could have found a way to rescue her and could only imagine the
hell she had to be enduring under constant threat from Dredmort and his accomplices.
At least he felt confident that she would survive. No magic could touch her,
and it was unlikely Highgate’s troops could reach her with so many thousands of
men protecting her position. 


The Highgate archers fired several volleys into the oncoming
formations, but one of the enemy mages incinerated them before they hit Mira’s
null. They fired the trebuchets, launching incendiary missiles into the sea of
bodies, but someone canceled their flames long before they reached their
targets. 


Khaldun searched the area beyond the advancing troops for
siege engines, but couldn’t see any. He wondered if they were keeping them
invisible. But on the other hand, if this battle was merely a distraction, it
was possible they had no intention of laying siege to the city. 


The Foslanders reached Highgate’s army like a wave crashing
upon the shore. Men’s cries floated up to the keep roof as the fighters
engaged, cutting each other down. 


The earth began to shake, and Khaldun spotted three pillars
of shadow blossoming out of the plain to the north of the battle. Within
seconds, each of them took human shape, and the three enormous ghouls charged
toward the city. 


Allure held out her arms, both hands glowing red, and one of
the monsters turned to smoke and blew away on the wind. The other two reached
the city wall, disappearing from view for several seconds, but then climbing
onto the battlements. Allure tried banishing them, but nothing happened.
Khaldun spotted four wraiths on the plain in that area, and suspected they must
have canceled Allure’s banishing spell. 


The ghouls moved along the wall in opposite directions,
swinging their fists and sweeping soldiers off the battlements. The nearest
archers hit them with flaming arrows, but these did nothing but enrage them. 


“I’ll neutralize those wraiths,” Vision said to Allure. “Be
ready to try your spell against the ghouls again.” 


Allure nodded. Vision closed his eyes, holding out both
hands, and a patch of inky blackness surrounded the wraiths. Allure banished
one of the ghouls, and then the second, moments before the wraiths emerged from
Vision’s spell. 


“Could you teach me how to do that?” Khaldun asked him with
a grin. 


“Certainly, assuming we make it out of this alive,” he
replied. 


Allure raised her arms to her sides, her palms glowing red.
Khaldun spotted a shadow rising from the plain below. It turned into a ghoul
and charged toward the Foslander lines, but moments later turned to smoke and
blew away. 


“I was right,” Allure told them. “One of the wraiths
banished my ghoul.” 


“Try it again and I’ll cancel their spell,” Khaldun
suggested. 


Allure raised another ghoul. Sure enough, Khaldun sensed one
of the wraiths trying to banish it. Khaldun nullified his spell, but another
one did the job in his stead. The ghoul faded away. 


“Dammit,” Allure muttered. She tried summoning a demon, too,
but the wraiths banished it within moments. 


Khaldun spotted one of the carpets circling high above the
battle and figured it had to be Syllith. Another dove just then, flying low
just to the south of the clashing armies. It sped toward the city for a few
hundred yards, then circled around, flying another pass farther away from the
battle. On its third pass, the rider must have sensed an invisibility spell,
because suddenly Allison and Lane appeared, sitting on their mounts with four
wraiths and a dozen soldiers surrounding them. 


The carpet became visible, too, as it shot away from them—the
enemy must have removed its invisibility spell. Khaldun spotted a mound of
black sitting in its center, and knew that must be Azure. The wraiths hurled
jets of fire at him but they hit his shield spell, causing the sorcerer no
harm. 


Just then, a massive tornado formed and moved toward
Allison. Someone canceled it, but storm clouds appeared out of nowhere,
gathering above her group. A deluge of hail began falling, bouncing off the
shield spell they were maintaining around them. Then the lightning started, one
bolt after another bombarding the magical barrier. The shield held, but glowing
cracks appeared on its surface. 


Khaldun figured Cyclone had to be responsible for this
onslaught. But moments later, someone canceled her spells, and the storm clouds
dissipated. There was a crack of thunder and a huge shadow sprang out of the
ground only yards from Allison and streaked toward the city. Allure held out
both arms, her hands glowing red as she tried to banish the demon, but she
couldn’t stop it. 


The shadow surrounded one of the towers on the castle’s
outer wall, and Khaldun heard someone scream. The demon moved away from the
tower and dropped a human figure from its grasp. Khaldun realized from the
long, black hair that this had to be Cyclone. He called air, trying to break
the sorcerer’s fall. She hit the ground, but only softly—someone else must have
helped slow her down. Glancing over his shoulder, he spotted Battleaxe grinning
at him, and knew it had to be her. 


Cyclone got to her feet, but she wasn’t out of trouble yet.
Three wraiths and a dozen soldiers were charging toward her on horseback. At
the same time, Allison’s demon moved into the city, carving a path of
destruction as it demolished buildings with earth spells and ignited rooftops. 


Khaldun canceled the flames as quickly as he could, and
Allure tried again to banish the monster, but it continued on its course toward
the castle. One of Fosland’s mages or wraiths had to be canceling Allure’s
spells. Gazing out at Allison’s group, Khaldun spotted two of the wraiths
standing in their stirrups, each holding out one arm, and realized they had to
be responsible.


Cyclone hurled twisters and lightning at her pursuers, but
the wraiths canceled her spells. The group surrounded her and the wraiths threw
fire spells at her, but she’d formed a shield around herself, and the flames
didn’t reach her. 


Khaldun spotted another figure jumping off the next tower
and disappearing from view as it dropped below the castle wall. That had to be
Spring—nobody else could have survived a drop like that without assistance.
Moments later, he spotted the figure dashing across the plain toward Cyclone. A
massive crater formed in the ground in front of him, and two of the wraiths
fell into it. Spring leaped over it, landing right next to Cyclone. 


The two of them hurled one spell after another at the
Foslanders, but the wraiths canceled them all. The two that had fallen into the
crater emerged, throwing more fire spells at the pair of sorcerers. 


Allison’s demon reached the castle wall, blasting a hole
through it, and moving into the courtyard. Soldiers screamed as they fell from
the battlements. Allure tried to banish it yet again, but the wraiths canceled
her spell. The demon rose to a height of more than forty feet, its form
wreathed in flame as it hurled fireballs at the keep. 


Khaldun canceled the spells, and Vision surrounded Allison
and her entourage with a patch of darkness. The demon spat fire at the keep
roof, but their shield spell protected them. Allure held out her arms, staring
intensely at the demon, and finally, it turned to smoke, blowing away in
tatters. 


Out on the plain, the wraiths continued their assault on
Cyclone and Spring. Their shield spell was cracking, and Khaldun didn’t think
it would hold much longer. He was about to try adding power to it when he
spotted one of the carpets dropping out of the sky nearby. It landed, and
Semblant became visible, getting to his feet and rolling up his carpet. He
transformed it into a club and grew to several times his normal size. Charging
toward the imperiled sorcerers, he swung his weapon, batting one of the wraiths
across the plain. As Semblant chased down the other three, Khaldun went to work
on the soldiers, incinerating them from within one at a time. 


Finally, Semblant returned to his normal size and dropped
his club, which returned to its original form by the time it had hit the
ground. Cyclone and Spring sat at the front and rear of the carpet; Semblant
took the middle, and launched them into the sky. He brought them to the keep
roof, dropped them off, and then took off again. 


“Are you two all right?” Khaldun asked the newcomers. 


“Yes, by some miracle,” said Cyclone. “I thought for sure I
was dead when that demon dropped me, but someone broke my fall.” 


“That was us,” said Battleaxe, grasping Khaldun’s shoulder. 


“I owe you,” she said with a grin. 


“You’re the greatest weather mage who’s ever lived,” said
Spring. “Couldn’t you have saved yourself?” 


“Normally, sure. But that demon hit me with a knockout spell
when it dropped me and it was everything I could do to stay conscious.” 


Just then, someone screamed, “NO!” Turning, Khaldun
saw that it was Allure; she was staring out across the battlefield. Following
her gaze, he spotted the problem. Semblant had landed near Allison and grown
into a giant again. He was swinging his club against the shield protecting the
sorcerer and her group. The sheer force of the blows was creating cracks along
its surface. 


But suddenly, there was a clap of thunder, and an enormous
shadow grew out of the ground behind him. The demon engulfed Semblant and the
sorcerer screamed at the top of his lungs as barbs of lightning crawled along
his skin. It lifted him off the ground and threw him across the plain. 


“NO!” Allure screamed again. 


Semblant seemed to slow down before hitting the ground. He
rolled for several yards before regaining his feet, but seemed unharmed; he
must have called air to soften his landing. The sorcerer had returned to his
normal size, and his carpet had landed nearby. He moved toward it, but the
demon flew into his chest, disappearing inside his body. 


Semblant grew into a giant again, bellowing his rage to the
sky—his voice sounded like a wild animal, audible all the way to Khaldun’s position.
He picked up the carpet and incinerated it before charging toward the city. As
he approached, Khaldun could see his eyes glowing red: the demon had possessed
him. 


“Shit!” Allure shouted. “Vision—blind those wraiths again!”


Vision closed his eyes, and a cloud of darkness engulfed
Allison and her group. Allure raised her arms to her sides, and there was an
ear-piercing thunderclap. Semblant stumbled and fell, returning to his normal
size and lying flat on his back. But then, the sorcerer didn’t move. Khaldun
spotted four wraiths charging toward him from across the battlefield. 


“What’s wrong with him?” said Khaldun. 


But Semblant rose to his feet then and shook his head. He
looked disoriented but otherwise, uninjured. The sorcerer spotted the wraiths,
and started running toward the city. Khaldun didn’t think he was going to make
it. But just then, he spotted a carpet diving toward Semblant’s position. As it
landed, Syllith became visible, motioning Semblant toward her. 


The wraiths were closing fast. Khaldun called earth,
blasting a crater directly in their path as Vision engulfed them in darkness.
They emerged quickly, but it had given Syllith the time she needed to get
Semblant off the ground. The wraiths cried in fury and the witch returned him
to the keep roof. 


Allure grabbed Semblant in a hug, crying tears of joy. The
sorcerer patted her on the head. Khaldun couldn’t help but chuckle—she looked
like a child next to him. 


“Nice save,” Khaldun told Syllith with a grin. 


“Glad I could finally be useful,” she replied with a nervous
chuckle. “But that was close.” 


Allure caught Syllith’s gaze. She didn’t say anything, but
nodded appreciatively. Syllith returned the gesture. 


“I guess that’s the only ‘thank-you’ you’re going to get,”
Khaldun muttered. 


“It’ll do,” Syllith replied with a shrug. “I’d better get
back in the air. You doing all right down here?” 


“So far.” 


The witch nodded, then sat on her carpet and took off again,
going invisible as she passed over the city. Khaldun tried to locate Allison,
but couldn’t find her. They must have renewed her invisibility spell. 


The clash of arms raged on below, the sea of bodies ebbing
and flowing as first Fosland and then Highgate gained the upper hand. Khaldun
had never seen a battle so large; the armies stretched across a vast tract of
land beyond the city walls. Each side used its cavalry to lead periodic charges
deep into the enemy lines. Khaldun worried one such charge would reach Mira,
but the Foslanders drove them back. 


Azure landed on the keep to report that he’d lost track of
Allison. Khaldun wondered if they’d finally set out on their journey to Shifar.
Vision used his inner eye to search the area south of the city, but found no
sign of Allison or her party. Khaldun also spotted Dredmort down on the plain,
visible in his red robes; he figured the wizard would want to accompany Allison
to Nyro’s temple himself. He pointed this out to Azure, and the sorcerer took
off to search the plain again. 


Only minutes later, he returned and told them that they’d
brought Allison back to the camp. He hadn’t seen her, but found and removed an
invisibility spell hiding a large tent surrounded by four wraiths. Someone had
replaced the invisibility spell almost immediately after he left.


“That must be her,” said Khaldun. “Mira’s still in the
middle of their army, and I can’t think of anyone else who would warrant the
protection of four wraiths. But I wonder why they took her off the
battlefield.” 


“She probably needs rest,” said Allure. “Calling three
ghouls and two demons in quick succession is a lot of work for a young
sorcerer. I don’t know if I could pull it off.” 


Fosland’s mages and wraiths renewed their focus on the
castle, keeping up a steady barrage of spells targeting the group on the roof.
But their shield spell held. And with Semblant’s carpet destroyed, and
Allison’s necromantic assault eliminated for the time being, Allure and
Semblant were free to join Khaldun, Vision, and Battleaxe in pressing their
counterattack. Nothing they did seemed to have any effect on the wraiths, but
they managed to pick off two wizards and one witch. But the day wore on without
another appearance from Allison. 


Finally, as the sun set, the Foslanders sounded their horns
and recalled their forces. The armies disengaged other than a few skirmishes
that flared up as the soldiers returned to their respective camps. Corpses
littered the battlefield and Khaldun guessed that each side had lost as much as
a third of its manpower. 


Salerna’s commander assigned a dozen soldiers to keep the
watch, then the rest of the roof’s occupants retreated inside. Khaldun was
heading into the great hall with Battleaxe and Syllith when Vision grasped his
shoulder. 


“Ready to learn how to cast darkness?” he asked with a grin.



Khaldun was starving, and thought about asking if it could
wait, but didn’t want to lose this opportunity, either. Vision’s spell was the
one thing that seemed to impede the wraiths. “Yes, definitely.” 


Vision led him out to the courtyard. “I understand you’re a
natural with illusions?” 


“Yes, you could say that.” 


“The darkness spell is real; it’s no illusion. But it works
in a similar manner. Instead of causing people to see something that isn’t
there, you’re eliminating all light, making it impossible to see anything.
But the spell uses the magical force, like illusions. Observe.” 


Vision closed his eyes, and Khaldun found himself plunged
into darkness. 


“Did you sense what I did there?” the sorcerer asked. 


It was a strange sensation, hearing his seemingly
disembodied voice. “Yes.” 


“Good. Now, see if you can cancel it.” 


Khaldun focused for several moments, concentrating on the
magic. Then reaching out with one hand, he tried to remove it. He succeeded in
creating a tunnel of light, through which he could see the top of one of the
towers and the sky beyond, but otherwise remained in darkness. And a moment
later, the shaft of light disappeared. 


“That was it,” said Vision. “But you must broaden your
focus. Try again.” 


It took a few more attempts, but Khaldun finally managed to
eliminate the darkness. Vision had him try the spell himself. Khaldun thought
of it as canceling illusion, but instead of canceling a spell, he was
eliminating light. He took a deep breath, then closed his eyes and imagined
plunging the world into darkness. 


Opening his eyes, Khaldun realized that he hadn’t done a
thing. Vision had him try it several more times. Finally, on his last attempt,
he managed to blot out the sky above them, making it appear there was only a
black void up there. 


“I’m sorry,” he said, canceling the spell. “That’s the best
I can do.” 


“That’s more than I’ve seen anyone else accomplish trying
this spell for the first time,” said Vision, patting him on the back. “Syllith
was right—you are a quick study!” 


Khaldun thanked him for his help and the two returned to the
keep, heading into the great hall. The room was packed but remarkably quiet for
such a large crowd. Khaldun suspected everyone felt as exhausted as he did. He
sat down with Battleaxe to eat. 


“Where did Syllith go?” he asked. 


“She was wiped out from flying all day,” she replied.
“Grabbed some food and retired to her room.” 


“I can’t blame her,” he said with a sigh. “My bed is calling
to me.”


“So, what did you think about Semblant going after Allison?”



“You could say I have mixed emotions. She was doing
significant damage with that demon, so, I can understand his motive.” 


“Especially after that first one went for the keep. Allure
was up there, after all.” 


“Yes, good point. And of course, I’m relieved he didn’t harm
Allison. But his going after her would suggest that he’s not the one working to
liberate Nyro.” 


“My thought exactly,” said Battleaxe. “But Allure’s reaction
was interesting. She did not want him attacking Allison.” 


Khaldun shrugged. “I’m not sure I would read too much into
that. She could simply have feared that Allison would send a demon after him,
which she did. But Allure did work closely with Allison, too. It’s possible she
didn’t want her to get hurt.” 


“Sounds like you’ve changed your mind about Allure?” 


“I don’t know anymore. When she turned up missing after the
attack on my carpet, I thought for sure she was the traitor. But she fought
hard for our side today. Maybe I was wrong.” 


Battleaxe nodded. “I don’t know either. It’s unnerving. Allison
was pretty ruthless with those demons, though. I know they’re forcing her, but
still. It didn’t seem like she was holding back.” 


“Dredmort must have been using that spell that makes her
susceptible to suggestion,” said Khaldun. “Otherwise, even under duress, I
can’t imagine her trying to kill Cyclone or Semblant that way.” 


They finished their meal in silence. But as they got up to head
to their chambers, a messenger came over to them. “Princess Salerna wishes to
speak to you,” he said to Khaldun.


Khaldun said goodnight to Battleaxe and followed the
messenger to the conference room. He found Salerna sitting at the head of the
table, Azure to her right. The messenger left, closing the door behind him.
Salerna asked Khaldun to sit down, and Azure cast protective spells around the
chamber. 


“I am worried,” Salerna told them. “I was convinced Dredmort
would slip away with Allison in the heat of today’s battle. Yet that did not
transpire. What are they waiting for?” 


Neither of them could provide an answer. 


“This battle is nothing but a diversion,” the princess said
with a sigh. “They didn’t even bother bringing siege equipment. I feel blind
without the looking glass, but I remain certain that they will take Allison to
Shifar eventually. I would like the two of you to keep watch tonight to make
sure she remains in their camp.” 


“But, Your Highness, they’re sure to leave under the cover
of an invisibility spell,” Azure pointed out. “And it will take them weeks to
get to Shifar—if Allison and Dredmort are absent from the battle tomorrow,
we’ll have plenty of time to find them.” 


“I know, I know,” Salerna said, waving one hand
dismissively. “But I can’t help feeling that we’re missing something critical. Humor
your princess and keep an eye out. Perhaps we’ll get lucky and catch them as
they depart.” 


“Yes, Your Highness,” Azure replied with a nod. “But Khaldun
hasn’t slept in a couple of days. We’re going to need him rested for the battle
tomorrow.” 


“You can take the first watch and let him get some sleep,”
Salerna replied. “But take a bedroll up to the roof. I want you both available
at a moment’s notice in case of trouble.” The two sorcerers stood up as Salerna
rose from her chair. “And good work out there, today. Both of you.” 


 










Chapter Twenty-Nine: Loss


 


Khaldun left the conference room with Salerna and Azure, and
Salerna asked an attendant to fetch a bedroll for him. Once the woman had
returned, Khaldun followed Azure up to the roof. It was dark now, but hundreds
of fires lit up the two encampments. 


“Get some sleep,” Azure told him. “I’m going to fly a quick
pass over their camp, but I’ll be back soon.” He got on his carpet and took off
into the night sky. 


Khaldun laid out his bedroll. Salerna’s soldiers had taken
positions around the roof’s perimeter, and one of her wizards stood guard as
well. Khaldun lay down, pulling out his mirror to contact Jezebel. He gave her
a quick update, then put the mirror away and went to sleep. It felt like only
minutes had gone by when Azure awakened him. 


“It’s been quiet. That large invisibility spell inside their
camp is still there. I didn’t remove it this time, but I could sense the
wraiths within.” Khaldun nodded and yawned. “Wake me if there’s any trouble.” 


The sorcerer lay down in the bedroll. Khaldun moved to the
edge of the roof, staring out across the city and the enemy encampment beyond,
when a troubling thought occurred to him. Nobody had actually seen
Allison since her departure from the battlefield. He started to wonder if the
invisibility spell with the four wraiths was only a ruse. Could Allison already
be on her way to Shifar?


Khaldun took Azure’s carpet and set out across the city, flying
in low over the Foslander camp. There was an open space near the rear with a
dozen guards around its perimeter. Flying over it, he had no trouble sensing
the wraiths and their spell. Hovering as low as he dared, he focused, trying to
sense any other magic. He’d always felt the same strange magnetism in Allison’s
presence that he did around Allure, only weaker. And sure enough, now that he
was looking for it, he found it here, too. It had to be Allison inside that
tent. 


Breathing a quiet sigh of relief, he rose high above the
camp and returned to the keep roof. What could Dredmort possibly be waiting
for? There had to be something they stood to gain by delaying their departure to
Shifar with Allison. But Khaldun didn’t understand what it could be. It had to
be crucial to their plans to warrant sacrificing so many of their soldiers in
this pointless battle. 


Khaldun spent his entire watch trying to puzzle it out, but
had come no closer to an answer by the time dawn arrived. He went to awaken
Azure, but found the sorcerer approaching him. 


“Didn’t you sleep?” Khaldun asked him. 


“Oh, I did. I woke only a moment ago. Did I miss anything?” 


Khaldun told him that he’d flown in close to the hidden tent
and sensed Allison inside. 


“Good thinking,” said Azure. “I was beginning to wonder
about that myself.”


The two of them went inside and ate breakfast together in
the great hall. Many of the others trickled in, and before long, the room grew crowded
and noisy. Battleaxe and Syllith joined them. 


“Will we see Enigma today?” Azure asked the witch. 


“I just spoke to him, and he assures me they’re leaving
soon,” she told him. “And I could hear Sage in the background berating him for
waiting so long.” 


Azure chuckled. “I can imagine that. Sage isn’t exactly
known for her patience.”


“Hardly,” Syllith agreed.


They headed up to the rooftop after that. Looking out across
the plain, Khaldun could see that the Foslanders were already starting to
organize. “No sign of indecision today,” he observed. 


The rest of the sorcerers from the previous day arrived,
along with Raphael. Semblant had what appeared to be a real club hoisted over
one shoulder. 


Azure huddled briefly with the mages. “We’ll keep the same
assignments today, for the most part. We’re down to just the two carpets,
though, so Semblant will fly with me. Other than Vision, he’s the only one
who’s had any luck against the wraiths, so I’ll be depositing him as needed to take
them out. Syllith, we’ll need you to stay close when that happens in case we
get in trouble.” 


The group broke up, and the carpet riders were about to take
off when an ear-splitting roar shook the keep. A dragon soared up from behind
the castle, rounding on them and belching fire at the rooftop. Azure put a
shield spell in place, and Khaldun added his own power to it. He could feel the
flames blasting their magic, but together, they managed to keep it in place for
the duration of the onslaught. 


Finally, the dragon flew off, soaring over the city. Khaldun
spotted its three comrades moving in from the north. 


“Take it,” Syllith said, handing Khaldun her carpet. “I’m no
use against those things!” 


“Yes, this calls for a change of plans,” Azure told them.
“For now, Khaldun and I will fly against the dragons. Semblant, you remain here
and help minimize the damage. Syllith, please contact Enigma again. Tell him we
need him and Sage here right away.” Syllith nodded, and Azure said, “Let’s
move!” 


As Khaldun took off, he spotted the lead dragon circling
back for another pass. The beast breathed fire on the city’s lower levels as it
flew. Khaldun canceled its flames and the beast bellowed its rage as it
accelerated toward him. Canceling the air beneath it here would cause massive
damage to the city below, so he banked hard to the north, flying toward the
plain at breakneck pace. The dragon gave chase. 


Khaldun formed a shield spell around himself as he flew. The
beast spat a jet of flames at him, but Khaldun’s lead was too great. Once
they’d reached the plain, Khaldun climbed in a spiral, looking back and
canceling the air beneath the dragon. The monster tumbled out of the sky,
screaming in fury as it hit the ground. 


As Khaldun turned back toward the city, he spotted two more
dragons. One was chasing Azure on his carpet, driving him toward the second.
The approaching dragon spat fire at him, but the sorcerer dove; the two beasts
nearly collided before adjusting course to chase him. 


Azure flew hard toward the plain, but the two dragons were
gaining on him. Khaldun circled around, and once the beasts had cleared the
city wall, he canceled the air beneath one of them. 


Azure banked, holding out both arms and eliminating the
second dragon’s lift. But as the beast fell, it belched a giant plume of fire
at the sorcerer, igniting his carpet. Azure managed to put out the flames, but
the damage was done. The spells that enabled the carpet to fly were coming undone.
Azure tried to keep it going, but he was losing altitude fast. Finally, the
magic failed and the sorcerer dropped like a stone. 


Khaldun sped toward him as fast as he could, but he wouldn’t
get there in time to catch him. As Azure neared the ground, Khaldun called air
to help soften his landing. He knew Azure was quite adept at such spells
himself, but didn’t want to risk doing nothing. The sorcerer hit the ground and
tumbled several yards before regaining his feet. Khaldun flew in next to him,
but as Azure climbed onto the carpet, he spotted the fourth dragon diving
toward them.


The beast belched flames at them, but they took off in the
nick of time. Khaldun circled the dragon and Azure canceled the air beneath it,
sending it plummeting to the earth. Khaldun flew them back to the keep roof.
The other mages joined them as they landed. 


“This is our last carpet,” said Azure. “So, we’d better keep
you grounded and use it only in emergencies.” 


“This one is Syllith’s,” Khaldun reminded him. 


“Hold onto it,” she said. “You’re more effective with it
than I could ever be.” 


Khaldun stared out across the city and the battlefield
beyond. Fosland had formed its lines and looked ready to engage. “I’d like to
move closer to the battle. I’d have a better view from one of the towers and I
could get to a trouble spot faster from there.” 


“Good thinking,” Azure agreed. “Take the carpet and fly over
to the northwest tower. Mist and Intuit are there. Syllith will contact you by
mirror if we need you back here.” 


Khaldun nodded. Taking off again, he flew over to the tower.
Mist and Intuit greeted him as he landed on the roof. 


“That was some impressive flying out there,” Intuit told him
with a grin. “I thought that dragon had you a few times.”


“Do you fly?” Khaldun asked him. 


“I’ve been on a carpet once, and it made me violently ill.
Never again.” 


The three of them watched as the Foslanders finished forming
their lines. Khaldun gazed down at the Highgate forces and felt a sense of
dread knowing how many of them would meet their deaths today. He searched for
any sign of Allison, but couldn’t find her anywhere. But Dredmort was out in
front of the enemy army, rallying the troops. And Mira sat astride her horse in
the midst of their men. Khaldun didn’t see the dragons anywhere, but had no
doubt they were close by. 


Finally, the Foslander horns sounded, and their army
marched, joining battle with the Highgate forces. But no sooner had the
fighting begun than the dragons swooped in, raining fire down on the Highgate
army. 


“Cancel the flames!” Khaldun told the other two. “I’ll knock
them out of the sky!” 


Intuit and Mist took care of the dragon fire, and Khaldun
canceled the air beneath the first beast. It roared in anger as it toppled
toward the plain. Khaldun robbed the next one of its lift, but the last two sped
toward their tower. Unwilling to cancel their air for fear of them crashing
into the city, he cast a shield spell around their position. The dragons spat
fire as they passed over them, but the shield protected them. Khaldun tracked
their progress toward the keep for a moment, but then heard a roaring noise
behind him. 


Turning, he spotted a demon rising out of the ground by the
north end of the battlefield. Allison must have entered the fray, although he
still couldn’t see her out there. The monster flew into the Highgate army,
igniting men from within as it passed. Khaldun tried canceling its magic, but
it moved erratically, making it impossible to predict where it would go next.
But it was moving generally southward. 


Holding out both arms, Khaldun cast a shield spell in the
demon’s path. He was only able to make it large enough to protect a hundred
troops or so, but it seemed to do the job. The demon hit his spell and
rebounded, unable to penetrate it. 


But then the monster disappeared. Khaldun looked around
frantically trying to locate it. Finally, he spotted fires springing up inside
the city along a path toward the keep and was pretty sure it had to be the
demon. He canceled the flames, wondering why Allure wasn’t banishing the
specter. 


But the two dragons were circling the keep, raining fire down
on the roof. The mages had put a shield spell in place to protect everyone, but
that was showing cracks along its surface. Allure must have been busy helping
defend against the dragons. 


Khaldun boarded his carpet and launched into the air.
Speeding toward the keep, he shot lightning bolts at one of the dragons. This
had no effect on the beast, other than enraging it, but it did distract it from
the assault on the keep. The dragon hurtled toward Khaldun, leaving the other
one behind and belching fire at him. Khaldun canceled the flames and banked
hard to the north. Once he was sure the beast was following him, he sped off
toward the plain. The dragon pursued him, but once they’d cleared the city
wall, Khaldun canceled the air beneath the beast, and it fell to the ground. 


Circling back toward the city, Khaldun spotted the first two
dragons speeding toward the keep to join the attack. The demon was continuing
its course toward the castle, flames springing to life along its path before
being extinguished by one of their mages. But then a heavy fog poured out of
the northwest tower, rolling across the city and engulfing the demon. Khaldun
saw flashes of lightning inside the cloud, and heard the demon roar. Mist was
doing her best to combat the monster, but Khaldun didn’t know if it would be
enough. 


Khaldun reached the keep at the same time as the two
dragons. Together with the one that was already there, they spat fire down on
the roof as they circled. The shield spell weakened further, glowing cracks
expanding across its surface. Khaldun hit one of the dragons with lightning,
trying to draw it away from the attack, but it wouldn’t take the bait. 


Finally, the shield spell collapsed. Khaldun gasped as the
dragons continued breathing fire down on the keep, but canceled the closest
beast’s flames. The other mages put out the other fires, but the dragons
renewed their blasts. Many of those on the roof cast individual shield spells,
but Vision was too slow—flames engulfed him, and Khaldun heard him scream. 


Khaldun canceled the flames. Landing on the roof right next
to the sorcerer, Khaldun cast a shield spell around them as the closest dragon
spat fire at them again. Vision’s clothes were singed, and his face and hands
were badly burned; he was unconscious but breathing. Khaldun called air,
lifting the sorcerer onto his carpet, then flew away with him, taking him to
the northwest tower. 


Moving Vision onto the roof, he asked Intuit to see what he
could do for him. Then he took off again, hurtling back toward the keep. All
four dragons were bombarding the roof now. But as Khaldun approached, the fog
rolled up the castle walls, climbed the keep, and engulfed the four beasts.
Dozens of lightning bolts hit them from within and the dragons roared in pain,
breaking off their attack and circling higher into the sky. But Mist stayed
with them, keeping up her barrage of lightning. 


Khaldun landed on the roof and checked in with Azure and
Syllith. It seemed that the rest of the mages had escaped injury. “Are Enigma
and Sage on their way?” he asked Syllith. 


“Yes, finally,” she replied. “I told him to take one
carpet—with both of them calling air, they’ll make it here faster than if
they’d flown separately.” 


“Good idea,” Khaldun said, nodding appreciatively. 


The dragons escaped the fog, flying hard into the hills. The
mist settled on the keep roof again, contracting and becoming denser. Finally,
it took human shape, and Mist returned to her normal form. 


“How’s Vision?” Allure asked, hurrying over to him. 


“Not good,” said Khaldun. “I left him with Intuit. Hopefully
he—” 


“Intuit’s no healer,” said Allure. “Take me to him.” 


Khaldun didn’t think Allure was a healer, either, but wasn’t
about to argue. They got onto his carpet, and he flew her over to the tower.
Intuit greeted them, tears streaming down his cheeks. Vision was lying still by
his feet. 


“He’s gone,” Intuit told them. “I’m sorry. There was nothing
I could do.” 


Allure dropped to her knees, grasping the sorcerer’s face in
her hands. She closed her eyes, and Khaldun noticed a faint glow coming from
her fingers. But after a moment, she stood up, wiping away tears. “Damn,” she
muttered. 


“I saw Mist drive the dragons away,” said Intuit. “But what
about the demon?” 


“What demon?” Allure asked, her brow furrowed. 


“It attacked our army and then moved into the city,” Khaldun
told her, gazing toward the keep, “but you were a little busy with the
dragons.” 


“I don’t see it,” Allure said, scanning their surroundings. 


Khaldun turned, feeling a hand on his shoulder. He found
himself face-to-face with Intuit, but the sorcerer growled and his eyes were
glowing red: the demon had possessed him. Khaldun backed away, but Intuit
grabbed him and tossed him over the crenellations and into the city. 


Khaldun couldn’t help screaming as he fell. But he called
air before hitting the ground and felt someone else using their magic to help
soften his impact. He still hit the street hard, but rolled away and sprang to
his feet. 


Staring up at the tower, he spotted Allure floating several
feet in the air, shooting barbs of lightning at an unseen target. Khaldun ran
to the steps and hurried back up to the battlements. He ran into the tower and
dashed up to the roof. But as he emerged from the stairway, he saw Allure on
her knees, Intuit standing over her and hitting her with lightning. Allure
screamed as a gash opened on one cheek. 


Khaldun formed a sheet of energy directly above Intuit’s
head, draping it over the sorcerer like a blanket. Intuit bellowed in anger,
his voice feral. 


“Go get Semblant and take him down to the plain!” Allure
told him. “I’ve been trying to banish the demon but the wraiths keep canceling
my spell!” Khaldun looked from her to Intuit and back to Allure, reluctant to
leave her alone. But she yelled, “Hurry!” 


Khaldun got onto his carpet and flew to the keep as fast as
he could. Landing, he found Semblant and apprised him of the situation. The
sorcerer nodded, holding his club tight. 


“Can you turn that into a sword?” Khaldun asked him. 


“Yes, why?” 


“If you can behead a couple of wraiths, we can get rid of
them permanently.” 


Semblant nodded again. They boarded his carpet, and Khaldun
shot into the sky, making them invisible. They flew across the city, circling
the tower once to check on Allure. She had Intuit suspended in midair, still
encased in a glowing sheet of energy. Khaldun wondered why the demon didn’t
leave the sorcerer’s body, but it seemed hellbent on eliminating Allure. 


They flew out over the plain, and Khaldun spotted four wraiths
huddled out behind the Foslander army. He landed nearby. Semblant got to his
feet, growing to several times his normal size, and transforming his club into
an enormous two-handed sword. He charged toward the wraiths, Khaldun doing his
best to keep up. The wraiths saw him and hit him with a barrage of spells, but
it was too late—Semblant was almost on top of them, his sword raised. He swung
it with both hands, decapitating the first two wraiths in one shot. The other
two turned to flee, but he managed to cut off another head with his back
stroke. 


“We need to burn the bodies to ash or else Dredmort could
still bring them back,” said Khaldun as Semblant returned to his normal size. 


“No time,” he replied, pointing toward the battle. 


Turning, Khaldun spotted an entire cavalry regiment charging
toward them with three more wraiths in the lead. “Let’s get the bodies loaded
onto the carpet,” he suggested. 


“What about Allure?” 


Khaldun gazed up to the tower, but couldn’t see either
sorcerer. “She’ll have no trouble banishing the demon now.” 


Semblant nodded. The two of them called air, moving the
wraiths’ remains onto the carpet. Then they took their seats to the front and
rear of their grisly cargo and shot into the sky. Khaldun flew them to a spot
far to the north of the battlefield. Once they’d landed, they moved the wraiths
off the carpet, and the two of them called fire. They raised an almighty
conflagration, turning the bodies to ash in a matter of minutes.


Khaldun flew them back to the tower. Disembarking, they
found Allure on her knees, sobbing, but alone on the tower roof. 


“What happened?” asked Khaldun. “Where’s Intuit?” 


“The d-demon… it incinerated him b-before I could banish
it.” 


Khaldun felt his heart drop to his stomach. They’d lost two
sorcerers in a matter of only minutes. Semblant offered his hand to help Allure
to her feet, then hugged her tight. She cried into his chest. 


The battle raged on below. Khaldun thought about taking
Semblant back out to eliminate more wraiths, but could no longer find the
remaining ones. Then he spotted Mira in the midst of the enemy army and had an
idea. Allure wanted to stay on the tower with Semblant to defend against any
more necromantic assaults, so Khaldun flew over to the keep alone. Landing on
the roof, he found Mist standing apart from the others, gazing across the
battlefield. 


“What happened on the tower?” she asked him as he
approached. Khaldun told her about the demon and the wraiths. “Is Intuit all
right?” Khaldun held her gaze for a moment, then shook his head. Mist closed
her eyes and a tear slipped down her cheek. 


“I’m sorry for your loss,” he told her. “But I have to ask…
can you move through Mira’s null in mist form?” 


“I don’t know,” she said with a shrug. “It’s possible.
Vision thought that my transformation was physical, like Semblant’s. And
nobody’s able to cancel me out of that form, so I don’t think a null would
affect me, either. Why?” 


“I want to rescue Mira but there’s no way to get close to
her. I was thinking that in your alternate form…” 


“If I could get to her, what then?” she asked. “I
don’t think her null would stop me from functioning, but it would almost
certainly prevent me from transforming.” 


“She can close her channels of power to shut down her null,”
Khaldun told her. 


“But how would she know it’s me? I wouldn’t have any way to
communicate with her in that form. And even if she did drop her null long
enough for me to transform, then what? How would I get her out? Working alone,
how would I get through that many soldiers without being overwhelmed?” 


“You can’t transport people with you in mist form?” 


“I wish.” 


Khaldun sighed. The most they could do would be to deliver
Mira a message. But how would that help? Day or night, Mist was the only one
who could reach her, and they’d need more than a lone sorcerer to rescue Mira. 


“I’m sorry,” said Mist. “I wish I could be more help.” 


“There’s no need to apologize,” he replied with a grim
smile. 


The wraiths made no more appearances after that. Khaldun
started to worry that they might have set out for Shifar with Allison, but then
she sent another demon. Allure had no trouble banishing it this time. Khaldun
suspected that the wraiths were no longer willing to expose themselves after
what Semblant had done. They could remain invisible and cancel Allure’s
banishment spell if they wished, but Khaldun and Semblant would be able to
locate them by sensing their magic. 


Mira continued protecting the Foslander army with her null,
so magic wouldn’t work against them. The enemy mages concentrated their attacks
on the Highgate soldiers, so Khaldun and the others focused on canceling their
spells. The conflict on the battlefield continued, and it seemed like they
would fight to a stalemate that day. 


But then the dragons returned. 


 


 










Chapter Thirty: Betrayal


 


Allure spotted the dragons first, approaching fast from the
south, and alerted the others. Khaldun was about to cancel the air beneath the
leader, but it was too late. They were flying over the battle, and would crash
into their army if he used his spell now. The four of them breathed fire on the
troops below. Khaldun canceled the first beast’s flames and the others took
care of the rest. 


Two of the dragons banked, heading directly for the keep.
The other two circled for another pass over the battlefield. Khaldun jumped
onto his carpet and took off into the sky, flying around the perimeter of the
city to avoid the incoming pair. 


The two passing over the battle rained down fire again.
Khaldun canceled their flames, then called air to rob one of them of its lift
as it moved over the plain. The other one flew directly toward him. Khaldun
dove, narrowly missing the beast’s fire. Then he climbed, canceling the air
beneath it. The dragon dropped like a stone, belching one more blast of fire,
but Khaldun managed to avoid it. 


Circling the plain, he saw the other two beasts bombarding
the keep roof with flames. The mages had erected a shield spell that seemed to
be holding. Khaldun flew over the battle, and realized that Fosland’s mages
were taking advantage of their preoccupation with the dragons to wreak havoc
upon their troops. He spotted two mages by the southern end of their formation,
and dove toward them. Incinerating one from within, he shot lightning bolts at
the second, but she raised a shield spell to protect herself. 


Climbing to make a second pass, Khaldun found himself on a
crash course with a dragon. He dove out of the way, but the beast’s wing
brushed him on his way by, nearly knocking him off the carpet. Khaldun spun
once, almost losing control, then banked, turning to pursue the beast. But at
that moment, a jet of fire shot by him, narrowly missing his carpet. Turning,
he spotted the second dragon directly behind him. 


Khaldun dove again, but the dragons both circled, one coming
at him from each direction. One breathed a jet of fire at him; Khaldun canceled
the flames. The second blasted him and would have incinerated him, but someone
else extinguished the fire. Climbing, Khaldun spotted a second carpet hurtling
toward him with two riders. One was sitting at the front, the second was
standing at the rear—she had to be seven feet tall, her skin a much darker
shade of gold than any of the others’. 


Enigma and Sage had finally arrived. 


One of the dragons raced to greet the newcomers, blasting
them with flames, but Sage easily canceled them. Khaldun sped south, the second
dragon pursuing him. Once he’d moved beyond the battle below, he turned and
canceled the air beneath the beast. The dragon fell out of the sky. 


Circling back toward the city, Khaldun realized that the
other one had taken off toward the keep. Enigma flew alongside Khaldun, and
Sage leaped onto his carpet, taking position behind him. 


“Enigma says we have to eliminate the dragon rider,” she
said into his ear over the noise of the wind. “He’s invisible, but if we expose
him and take him out, the beasts will flee.” 


“Understood,” Khaldun shouted back. 


Sage pulled her carpet out of the void, mounted it, and rode
off on her own. Enigma made for the keep, Khaldun and Sage right behind him. Three
of the beasts were now circling the roof, raining fire down on the mages’
shield, and it was only a matter of time before the fourth one would join them.
There were glowing cracks all along the shield’s surface, and Khaldun didn’t
think it would last much longer. 


Reaching the castle, Khaldun raced around the keep, calling
the magical force to cancel invisibility. But the dragon he’d hit had no rider.
Sage targeted the next one, but it was riderless, too. But then Enigma must
have removed a spell from the third, because a rider appeared there moments
later. 


Khaldun shot lightning bolts at him, but the rider turned
his steed, and the spell hit the dragon instead. The beast roared in pain, but
stayed airborne, turning its attention to Khaldun. He climbed high above the
city to avoid its flames, but the dragon didn’t pursue him, chasing Enigma
instead. Khaldun dove, following the beast. As he got closer, he reached out
with one hand, calling fire; the rider went up in flames. The man fell from the
dragon’s back, plunging toward the city. 


The now-riderless dragon spat one more jet of flames at
Enigma, which hit the sorcerer’s shield spell, then circled back to the keep.
Khaldun and Enigma followed, but the beast led its companions away to the north,
and the fourth one joined them. Khaldun stayed airborne long enough to see them
move out of sight, then headed back toward the keep with Enigma and Sage. 


But at that moment, a giant shadow rose from the city below,
directly in Sage’s path. The sorcerer banked, climbing high to avoid the
monster, but it pursued her. Sage raced away from the keep, headed out over the
city, but the demon was gaining on her. Khaldun sped after it, but didn’t know
how to banish it. 


The demon engulfed Sage and it must have canceled the magic
keeping her aloft—the sorcerer plummeted earthward. The demon kept the carpet
and raced out beyond the city. Khaldun went into a dive and put on a burst of
speed. Only feet from the building below, he swept beneath the sorcerer,
reaching out with both hands. She grabbed onto his arms, then called earth to
ground herself to the carpet. 


Khaldun breathed a sigh of relief as he took them higher
into the sky, his heart pounding in his chest. Enigma swooped in next to them,
and they flew back to the keep, landing on the roof near the rest of the mages.



“It’s about time you decided to show up,” Syllith told Enigma,
hugging him. 


“I’m sorry for the delay,” he said, returning her embrace. 


“I owe you my life, young man,” Sage said to Khaldun, bowing
slightly. “You acted with bravery.” 


“Thank you,” Khaldun said, grinning up at her. He’d never
seen anyone so tall before. “And it’s nice to finally meet you.”


Sage nodded, then asked Enigma, “What did that demon want
with my carpet?”


“Capturing it for Dredmort, I’m sure,” he said with a frown.
“I tried to banish it, but someone canceled my spell.”


The battle continued down on the plain, but the dragons’
departure seemed to have disheartened the Foslanders. The Highgate army drove
them back before they finally retreated at sunset. Khaldun had half-expected to
see Dredmort using the stolen carpet to attack them, but knew from experience
it would take more time for him to master its use. 


“Nice flying, today,” Syllith said to Khaldun. “But do you
think I could have that back?” she added, nodding to her carpet. 


“Oh, yes, of course,” he said with a grin, handing it to
her. “I almost forgot it wasn’t mine.” 


“We’ll have to ask Azure to make you a new one once this
situation is settled.” 


Khaldun went inside with the rest of the mages. He was
famished, but Salerna had called a war council, so he headed into her
conference room with the others. 


“Welcome, Enigma and Sage,” Salerna said with a grin once
they’d all taken their seats. “Your arrival turned the tide today. What is the
status of the wards protecting Pytha?” 


“We finished the critical repairs before departing,” Enigma
told her. “But we’re only patching holes. The wards won’t last forever.” 


“Your Highness,” said Allure, “with the dragons gone, and
the wraiths hiding from Semblant, the time has come to take bold action to end
this conflict.” 


Salerna raised her eyebrows in surprise. “Highgate has now
lost nearly half its army, so I would very much like to achieve a swift
victory. What do you propose?” 


Allure took a deep breath, gathering her thoughts.
“Together, Allison and Mira provide Fosland with an insurmountable advantage.
We need to rescue them both. 


“Mira must sleep at night. They’re forcing her to protect
their entire army with her null during the battle every day. But in her
slumber, that null becomes much smaller. Enigma, Syllith, and I can take our
two remaining carpets to put Semblant and Khaldun on the ground as close to her
as we can get. From there, Semblant can transform into a giant while Khaldun
enters the null to awaken Mira. 


“Mira can’t fly, so they’ll have to fight their way out. But
she can close her channels of power to eliminate her null, enabling both
Khaldun and Semblant to use magic against the Foslanders. And as a giant,
Semblant can cut through the enemy forces with ease. 


“They’re keeping Allison in a tent at the rear of the
encampment. So, they can rescue her on their way out. We can send riders ahead
of their mission to await them with extra horses. Once they’ve got Allison,
they can ride. And Enigma, Syllith, and I can provide cover from the air for
the entire mission.” 


Salerna shook her head. “But the Foslanders would overwhelm
our people by sheer force of numbers. They’re keeping Mira in the very heart of
their camp. Once her guards sound the alarm, you’ll be facing their entire
army, in addition to Dredmort and their remaining mages and wraiths.” 


“Not if they’re all asleep,” Allure said with a grin. “I’ve
spoken to Mist. She can transform and engulf their camp in a dense fog. From
there, she can use a sleep spell against anyone she touches. That way, our
people would meet little to no resistance on their way out.” 


Salerna sat back in her chair, considering this plan for a
few moments. “Azure? Enigma? What do you think about this?” 


“It’s bold,” said Enigma. “But retaking both sorcerers would
enable us to end this conflict very quickly.” 


“It’s risky,” Azure pointed out. “We’re putting five of our
sorcerers in the very heart of the Foslander army. A million things could go
wrong, any one of which would cost us dearly. With the dragons gone and the
wraiths laying low, we can win this battle without that extra risk.” 


“And sacrifice how many more lives in the process?” asked
Allure. “What I’m proposing would not only end the battle, it would take away
Dredmort’s ability to liberate Nyro. We must take advantage of this
opportunity.” 


Salerna heaved a heavy sigh. “I’m inclined to agree with
Azure. Nobody wants to spare the lives of our soldiers more than I do. But
there is a good chance that we can win this battle tomorrow. We will stay the
course. Thank you all very much.” 


The others headed to the great hall for dinner, but Salerna
asked Khaldun to remain. 


“What do you think of Allure’s proposal?” she asked once
everyone else had left and Khaldun had put protective spells in place. 


“With all due respect, Your Highness, I think we should do
it. Mira and Allison have suffered long enough. And too many have already made
the ultimate sacrifice for this pointless conflict. Working together, pooling
our talents, we can end this in one stroke.” 


Salerna nodded. “I agree. And I would have sanctioned it
were it not for one problem. We still have a traitor in our midst. It could be
Allure or Semblant. Perhaps it’s Syllith. Or, hell, it may be any one of the
non-sorcerer governors. And whoever it is could easily sabotage this mission.
Then, you and your comrades would perish and we would lose this battle.” 


Khaldun took a deep breath. He hadn’t considered this. 


“Azure sustained some injuries from his fall today, so I’ve
ordered him to get a full night’s sleep tonight. But I would like you and
Battleaxe to keep watch from the roof again.” 


“Yes, Your Highness.” 


Khaldun left the princess alone in her conference room. He
went to the great hall to eat with Battleaxe, Enigma, and Syllith, but couldn’t
stop thinking about Salerna’s words. She was right—the traitor could eliminate
five sorcerers in one shot by sabotaging Allure’s proposed operation. But he
desperately wanted to rescue Mira and Allison. He was pretty sure that in
Salerna’s shoes, he would have ordered the mission. But the decision wasn’t his
to make. 


After dinner, Khaldun went up to the roof with Battleaxe.
She volunteered to take the first watch, so Khaldun lay down in his bedroll.
But sleep eluded him. He stared up at the night sky, wishing they could have
rescued Mira and Allison. 


He started dozing off eventually, but started awake when
someone spoke his name. Sitting up, he found Allure, Semblant, and Mist staring
down at him. 


“What’s going on?” he asked, getting to his feet and backing
away, his heart suddenly hammering in his chest. 


“Relax,” Allure said with a sultry smile, her tone
disarming. “The three of us have been talking, and we want to execute the
rescue mission.” 


“The princess didn’t authorize it,” Khaldun replied. 


“Strictly speaking, we don’t work for Highgate,” Allure
pointed out. “We’re here on behalf of the university. And Allison and Mira are
students. It’s our responsibility to rescue them. And if we succeed, we assure
Highgate’s victory.” 


This was what he wanted, no question. But it felt wrong to
buck Salerna’s decision. “We don’t have a carpet.” 


“No, but I may be able to persuade Enigma to join us. And
failing that, Syllith might be willing to let you borrow hers again.” 


Battleaxe strode over, her weapons hoisted over her
shoulders. She stood by Khaldun. “Everything all right?” 


“Yes,” said Khaldun, taking a deep breath. “Listen, I need
to take care of something. Can you take my watch if I’m not back in time?” 


“Of course,” she replied. “Do you need my help?” she added,
eyeing Allure and Semblant. 


“No, it would be best for one of us to maintain the watch
here.” 


Battleaxe nodded and returned to her post. 


“Well, what are we waiting for?” Khaldun asked the others. 


Allure shot him a grin, then led the way inside the keep.
They made their way down to Syllith’s room and Allure knocked on the door.
There was no answer, so she tried again, louder this time. All remained silent
inside. 


“Something’s wrong,” said Khaldun, his heart jumping into
his throat. “We should go inside and check on them.”


Allure nodded. She tried the handle—it wasn’t locked. Moving
inside, they found the chambers to be empty. The bed covers were pulled back
and rumpled, but there was nobody here.


“Where are they?” Khaldun asked. He felt a sense of dread
stirring in the pit of his stomach, worried that the unknown traitor might have
done something to the two mages. 


“They’ve been separated for ages,” Allure said with a sly
smile, nodding toward the messy bed. “I’m betting they’ve probably gone off for
a romantic flight under the stars. Let’s check back in an hour. Hopefully they’ll
be back by then.” 


Khaldun followed the others out of the room, closing the
door behind them. But he still felt uneasy. Allure headed off with Semblant and
Mist, and Khaldun started up the steps to the roof, but stopped halfway. Maybe
Allure was right, but he had a sinking feeling that something was terribly
wrong.


Hurrying back to Syllith’s room, he went inside and closed
the door behind him. Opening his mind to the magical force, he sensed that a
powerful spell had been unleashed here recently. Focusing for a moment, he
swept his arm in front of him, revealing events that had taken place only
minutes earlier. 


Syllith was in bed with Enigma, making love to him quite
energetically. Suddenly her whole body went stiff, and she moaned with pleasure
as she climaxed. 


“I’ve lost track,” Enigma said with a grin. “Was that your
fourth or fifth?” 


Syllith giggled seductively, stroking his face with one
hand. “Enigma Wiseheart, I name thee!” 


Enigma’s face contorted in shock and disbelief for a moment,
but then he screamed in pain. The sound ended abruptly as fire consumed his
body. Syllith collapsed on the bed, sobbing uncontrollably. “No!” she screamed,
clutching the sheets in both hands. 


But then she rose from the bed, taking a deep breath and
stretching for a moment, cracking a satisfied smile. Khaldun could hardly
believe his eyes. Syllith had invoked Enigma’s true name? What the hell was
going on here?


The witch donned her robes, then grabbed her staff and
removed their two carpets from the void. She called fire to incinerate one of
them, then opened a window and called air to blow the ashes out of the chamber.
Hoisting the remaining carpet over one shoulder, she left the room. 


Khaldun stood there for a few moments, staring at the empty
room in shock, his body shaking in fear. But then he hurried out of the room
and ran up to the roof. Battleaxe was lying on her back, covered in blood, her
axes next to her. Salerna’s soldiers were nowhere to be seen. The wizard that
had been on duty was nearby, his body a charred corpse. 


Battleaxe moaned; Khaldun started—he’d thought she was dead.
Dropping to his knees beside her, he took her hand and said, “What happened?” 


“It was Syllith,” she said, her voice barely more than a
whisper. “We were chatting for a moment… but then she stabbed me… didn’t see it
coming.” 


“Where did she go?” Khaldun asked. 


“Incinerated the wizard… hurled the soldiers off the roof…
then flew away.” Battleaxe coughed up some blood. “I guess we know w-who the
traitor is now.” 


Khaldun squeezed her hand, a tear slipping down his cheek.
This was too much to take in. He couldn’t understand how this had happened.
“I’m going to get Allure. She might be able to help.” 


Battleaxe nodded. Khaldun got to his feet and ran inside to
Allure’s chambers. She was there with Semblant and Mist. He told her that
someone had stabbed Battleaxe, then she hurried up to the roof with him, the
other two close behind. 


Allure kneeled beside Battleaxe, placing her palm on her
chest. She closed her eyes, and her hand began to glow. “The weapon missed her
heart,” she told the others as she opened her eyes. “I’m going to seal your
wound,” she added to Battleaxe. “But this is going to be excruciating.” 


Battleaxe coughed up some more blood. “What are you waiting
for?” 


Allure closed her eyes again. Her hand glowed brighter than
ever, and Battleaxe screamed. But then she passed out. Allure continued her
spell for a few moments longer, then withdrew her hand and sighed. “She’ll
live,” she told the others, standing up. Fixing Khaldun with a stare, she
added, “Now tell me what the hell happened here.” 


 


 


 










Chapter Thirty-one: Nyro


 


After dinner, Syllith had gone up to her chambers with Enigma.
Nyro watched events unfold from inside the witch’s body. She waited until the
two of them had disrobed, then took over completely. It had been centuries
since she’d enjoyed the pleasures of the flesh. She pushed Enigma onto the bed
and mounted him, reaching her first climax in seconds. 


But then she savored the lovemaking for several minutes
before allowing the host body to reach such a peak again. Thrice more, and then
she decided she’d had enough for now. The witch had regained control for a few
moments after she terminated the sorcerer, but that was to be expected.
Overwhelming emotions still had the power to push Nyro aside temporarily. 


Reasserting her control, she rose from the bed and dressed
herself. Grabbing the witch’s staff, she retrieved the last two carpets from
the void, incinerating the spare and calling air to blow the ashes out the
window. Then she took the final one and left the room. 


There were voices coming from the stairway, heading in her
direction. Nyro made herself invisible and ran to the opposite end of the hall
to avoid detection. That boy Khaldun and three other sorcerers walked up to her
room and knocked. When there was no answer, they moved inside. Nyro ran to the
far end of the corridor, tucking the carpet into the void and tethering it to
herself. She hurried up the steps, producing the knife she’d stowed in the
pocket of her robes. 


Making herself visible, she stepped out on the roof and encountered
Battleaxe, who asked her what she was doing. She spun a yarn about Salerna
asking her to fly a quick patrol, then, once she was sure the sorcerer was
focused on her words, stabbed her in the chest. It would have been so much
easier to incinerate her, but unfortunately, this witch didn’t possess
sufficient power to take out a sorcerer that way.


Battleaxe stared at her in surprise for a moment, then
collapsed, dropping her axes on the stone with a loud clanging noise. The two
soldiers took notice. Nyro called air, flinging them off the roof. The wizard
approached, brandishing his wand, but Nyro called fire, incinerating him from
within. 


Retrieving her carpet from the void, she unfurled it on the
stone and sat in the middle. Then she took off and flew across the city, making
herself invisible. Once she’d landed out beyond the Foslander encampment, she
tucked the carpet into the void and removed the pyramid. She used that to
contact Dredmort through his mirror, then returned it to oblivion. 


Less than a minute later, she spotted the wizard
approaching, the fat mage and two soldiers close behind. Nyro made herself
visible. The wizard and his entourage arrived and kneeled before her, bowing
their heads. 


Henry had never wanted children; he cared only about his own
power and pleasure, with nary a concern about what might happen after his
death. But he’d had to name someone his heir. Who better than Dredmort,
the chief architect of his fledgling kingdom? Better still, the wizard had no
interest in ruling himself, making the threat of assassination a small one. Of
course, Henry had never imagined such an early demise for himself. 


The self-proclaimed king had balked at accepting a role as Nyro’s
warden in Maeda, but she had to let it go. Nyro was hardly in a position make
demands as long as she was incarcerated in her elvish prison. And she needed
these mortals to bring this accelerated course to freedom to fruition. She’d
always known Henry would have to die when the time came, but as it turned out,
the boy had done the job for her.


Dredmort was much more cooperative than his predecessor. Of
course, he had much more to gain. He craved thaumaturgic knowledge and knew
Nyro could teach him more than anyone else in the history of Anoria. And she’d
promised to make him a sorcerer once she was free. Contrary to the witch’s
doubts, this was something she could do, but she hadn’t decided yet if
she would. Perhaps if he remained unwavering in his loyalty. 


But Dredmort still didn’t know that he was the king.
Nyro knew because the witch did. But she couldn’t risk passing the information
to Dredmort. If she did, he would realize that he should know the girl’s
true name, but didn’t. It didn’t matter—either one of them could still
use magic to compel her to obey. She was still a new sorcerer, not yet strong
enough to resist that spell. But there was no telling how Dredmort might react.
If he understood that they’d reassigned her bond, he might no longer be willing
to proceed with their plan. Nyro wasn’t going to allow the girl to bind her,
but he didn’t know that.


“Rise, Lord Dredmort,” she said, cracking a smile. 


“We are yours to command, Your Majesty,” the wizard said as
he stood up. 


“You have your stolen carpet with you?” she asked. He had
begged her to allow him to take one for himself. Nyro saw no harm in that. And
it would provide them with a spare for this journey in case something happened
to hers. 


“Tucked into the void,” he replied with a nod. 


“Very well. And now mine is the only other,” she told him.
“The rest are destroyed. We shall depart immediately for Shifar with the girl
and one other mage. But not this one. He reeks.” 


“Yes, Your Majesty,” he said. “I will fetch Allison and
Lane. Gunthar will remain here to command our—” 


“This battle is inconsequential. Once we’re gone, you might
as well send your people home.” 


The wizard looked troubled but said nothing, only bowing and
hurrying off with the others. Nyro removed her carpet from the void and
unfurled it on the ground. Dredmort returned with the girl and another of his
wizards. The girl’s eyes were red and puffy as if she’d been crying, but her
expression was vacant. 


“You’ve got her under your control?” Nyro asked. 


“Yes, Your Majesty.” 


“Very well. Once we’re airborne, you will command her to
call air to increase our speed. You and this other one shall do so as well.” 


Dredmort bowed. Nyro positioned him at the front of the
carpet, the girl and the other wizard at the sides, and took the rear herself.
She’d put too much time and effort into this plan to risk losing it all by
keeping her back turned on any of these fools. Gripping the witch’s staff, she lifted
them high into the sky and then took off to the south. The others added their
power to hers and they accelerated. 


Despite their combined effort, this process would still take
most of the night. Once Nyro fully possessed a sorcerer, she’d be able to use
the pyramid to open a portal. Stepping through that to her destination would
take seconds instead of hours. Having a couple of extra sorcerers along for
this journey could have cut their travel time in half. But as always with this
plan, Nyro had to do the best she could with the tools at her disposal.


Nyro had prophesied her own downfall years in advance and put
plans in place to allow for her ultimate return. She’d foreseen several
possible paths to freedom, but none were guaranteed. Even at the height of her
power, predicting the future had been imprecise. Prophetic visions showed only
possible outcomes, some more likely than others. When the sorcerer in Spanbrook
had used the spells she left to bind a demon, she thought her time had finally
come. Yet that fool’s stubbornness defeated her every effort to seduce him. For
a time, Nyro had despaired. It seemed her vision about the one who would come
to Spanbrook had been wrong. 


But eventually, Nyro had rallied herself, as she always did.
It took centuries, but she finally managed to understand the enchantments those
cursed elves had used to establish the wards around Pytha. She’d studied elvish
magic before her downfall, providing herself with a solid foundation. But the wards
they’d used to incarcerate her were dreadfully advanced. 


 In the beginning, she’d assumed that their magic had killed
Pytha’s remaining population. But eventually, she’d come to realize that it was
more than that. The elves had used those people’s life force to help erect the
wards. And with Xythor’s help, she’d found ways to weaken them. It was
impossible to remove them completely from the inside, but in time, they would
have worn away at the weak points enough to provide an escape route. The world had
forgotten about Nyro and her Sacred Circle, so they thought they’d had all the
time in the world.


Only then this witch whose body she now inhabited had come
along and rediscovered them. That sorcerer of hers had started undoing their
work, eliminating decades of progress. Once again, Nyro had despaired. No
matter how hard they toiled, it took vastly more time to break the wards from
the inside than it did to repair them from the outside. 


But then they discovered that the sorcerer wasn’t using the
original spells that the elves had put in place. Had the humans lost that
knowledge? Or had the elves never taught them their magic in the first place?
That would be characteristic of those arrogant bastards. And this time, it
would cost them dearly. Nyro had realized that if they continued their work, in
time, they would reach a critical threshold. Once they’d inflicted sufficient
damage to the original wards, no amount of patching would prevent them from
creating an opening they could use to escape. Nyro had estimated that it would
still take at least another decade or two to achieve victory, but after so many
centuries, she could wait a little longer. 


And then something unexpected happened. The idiot prince
killed his own necromancer, and that boy found the pyramid. He was every bit as
stubborn as his predecessor, but luckily, he turned the artifact over to the
witch. And once Nyro had had a chance to learn her mind, she knew she had her.
This witch would do anything to prevent Nyro from returning. And that was
her flaw. Righteous people were so easy to manipulate. 


Nyro had almost felt bad for the witch. She’d believed
herself clever and careful enough to use their conversations to beguile her
into revealing her plans. But Nyro had had centuries more practice playing this
game against vastly more powerful opponents. The witch didn’t stand a chance. It
had taken time, but Nyro was able to exploit her flaw to maneuver her into
doing exactly what she wanted. 


The key to the first phase of this plan had been drawing the
witch to the temple in Shifar. Those fools were only too eager to bring Nyro
back into the world. To them, she was a god. That was yet another wheel Nyro
had set into motion eons ago. The ones Ohlam worshipped were no gods, and Nyro
hadn’t destroyed them—she’d merely sent them back from whence they’d come. But
in dropping hints that she’d cast down the old gods, she’d planted the seeds
for these fools’ offshoot religion. Nyro had never been arrogant enough to
believe herself a deity, but encouraging others to believe as much had always
had its uses. And these monks had provided one more avenue of potential
liberation. Nyro had taught them how to use the life force of sacrificial
victims to weaken the wards. 


In the end, they’d lacked the power to secure her freedom. This
was one more example of the imprecision of prophecy. With more powerful mages,
they might have succeeded. Still, Nyro wasn’t about to squander such a tool.
And ultimately, the fools had proven useful despite their weakness. Her work
with Xythor would have provided an escape route centuries before the temple’s
efforts, but the spells they were using provided one all-important advantage:
they were applying them from the outside. And once Nyro had successfully
drawn the witch to the temple—all the way to the barrier itself—she was able to
implant a shard of herself deep inside the witch. It was only the tiniest
particle of her spirit, yet it was the most she could send through the
barrier’s weakened area, despite her formidable power. But it had been enough. 


The witch had no idea Nyro resided within her—that had been
crucial. She would have sacrificed herself without hesitation to stop her. But
altering her memory had been easy from the inside. Nyro allowed the witch to
keep full control most of the time, while she watched and waited. The witch had
wanted to alert the sorcerer at the watchtower to the monks’ efforts at the
temple, but of course, Nyro didn’t allow that. Instead, she’d forced her to
tell the others that she had. The lie contained some truth: the sorcerer wouldn’t
have been able to undo the monks’ work. But Nyro was making sure the witch
didn’t reveal the temple’s precise location to anyone else. 


Nyro had provided Dredmort with a way to contact her after
he’d used the Stanbridge pyramid to communicate with her. But that spell only
worked if he initiated it, so she’d instructed him to check in with her
on a regular basis. Once the witch had made contact, Nyro had let him know that
she would soon have control of someone inside the university. 


Yet even once Nyro had managed to compromise the witch,
there was still much that could have gone wrong. At least at that point, she
was able to use the pyramid to communicate with Dredmort without waiting for
him to contact her. She had ordered Henry, through Dredmort, to send armies to
three nearby territories. Nyro knew that only creating a direct threat to the
university would prompt them to discard their ridiculous neutrality directive
and send some of their sorcerers to the embattled areas. The fewer sorcerers
remaining at the university, the better her chances. 


But then, Nyro had made a nearly-catastrophic mistake. She
knew the witch and the battle mage were friends, so she’d allowed him to visit.
But she’d failed to take proper precautions. 


The witch had decided to ask the sorcerer to destroy the
pyramid, so she’d removed it from its hiding place, tucking it back into the
void and tethering it to herself. Nyro wasn’t going to allow her to carry out
her plans—she still needed the pyramid—but the sorcerer had detected something
hidden in the void, and demanded to know what it was. Apparently, he didn’t
trust the witch as much as she thought he did. Killing him at that moment would
have created more problems than it solved, so Nyro had allowed the witch to
reveal the pyramid to him. 


The idiot should have incarcerated the witch immediately and
confiscated the artifact. And had he attempted it, Nyro would have taken over
completely to stop him. But luckily for her, he was just as sentimental as the
rest of the humans. He told her there would be an inquiry once the rest of the
council returned. The witch’s impulse had been to hand the pyramid over to him,
but Nyro had intervened. Then, once her grand move was imminent, she’d murdered
the sorcerer to make sure he couldn’t foil her plans. 


Of course, she’d had to lie to the boy about Warhammer
destroying the pyramid. And the fool had believed her. Keeping the pyramid
hidden had become much trickier after that. But sorcerers didn’t usually
notice concealed magic if they weren’t looking for it. So, Nyro had hidden it
in a seldom-used room in the mansion at first, and then moved it to a storage
room near the governors’ council chambers before the attack. After that, she’d
taken it with her to Arthos, and then to Highgate, keeping it in her chambers
and being careful to avoid visitors. 


There had been another close call when the witch invited the
sorceress to probe her mind. Nyro had worried that she might detect the small
shard of herself she had deposited there. In that same situation, Nyro would
have found it. But there had been nothing to fear. The sorceress’s limited powers
had proven insufficient to the task. 


Finally, everything had fallen into place. The university
had depleted itself of its most powerful champions, Nyro had control of the
witch, and Dredmort had his forces in position. She had met him and the little
harlot and let them through the barrier. And that was it: her work at the
university was done. It had been even simpler than she’d imagined. Dredmort had
done all the rest of the work. He’d reassigned the conjurnor’s line of
succession before murdering her, and then abducted the girl and her companion. 


That one had introduced an unknown variable. Nyro hadn’t
foreseen her; she didn’t know if she could be foreseen. A null sorcerer?
What she wouldn’t have given to command such a mage when she was building her
empire. If the girl survived, Nyro would find a way to acquire her when she
established her new reign, but that would have to wait. 


Nyro suspected the null’s existence was responsible for some
of the trouble she’d had prophesying the end of her incarceration. Her visions
of this time period had been even vaguer than usual. She could see the paths
leading to her liberation, as well as their eventual outcomes. But the nexus at
the center of those events had always remained frustratingly invisible to her.
Could the null’s involvement in the situation explain that? It was an
intriguing possibility, and one that Nyro would have to examine more closely
when time allowed. But regardless of her invisibility to prophecy, the null’s
presence had only helped rather than hindered Nyro’s plans. 


Dredmort used the spell Nyro had taught him to compel the
normal girl to obey. She had taken down the barrier, and Fosland’s forces had
taken care of the rest. Dredmort had had to use more pedestrian methods to keep
the null in line, but fortunately, that had worked.


Yet the key to this second phase of the plan had been the
dreaded carpets. It had always been possible Nyro could abscond with the
girl and make it to the temple in Shifar before anyone noted her absence and
alerted one of the other carpet riders. But she despised leaving something so
important to chance. In Nyro’s experience, anything that could go wrong usually
did. Robbing them of the other carpets ensured they could never catch her in
time, even if one of them realized she was gone. The sorcerer at the watchtower
had a carpet, as did the little one in Highgate. And then he had created
several others. Nyro had needed to eliminate those before taking the girl to
Shifar. 


This was a golden opportunity to accelerate her liberation
by a decade or more, but still, it was fragile. The witch was pathetically weak
next to Nyro, and Dredmort wasn’t much stronger. Any one of the sorcerers could
have easily thwarted her. But eliminating those other carpets had been one
concrete step she could take to help secure her success.


She had harbored some small hope that the debacle at the
university would have caused the governors to recall their
sorcerers—particularly the ones with the carpets. The entire operation was an
exercise in futility, but one that she’d had to allow to ensure Henry’s
cooperation. The man had been obsessed with destroying the institution. In the
end, it had failed to bring back all of the carpets, but that was no
matter. Nyro had still needed to acquire the girl, so the primary goal had
still been achieved. 


But after that, the attack on Highgate was essential. The
little one was already there with his carpet. With the university eliminated,
the boy, the witch, and the shapeshifter had nowhere else to go, and of course,
they would rally to the defense of the kingdom’s former capital. Nyro had
forced the witch to implore her lover to join them as quickly as possible with
the final carpets. Not that she’d needed to exert much pressure. With the dragons,
the wraiths, the null, and the newly acquired sorcerer all joining the
Foslander forces, their situation had become dire. 


And yet that oaf at the watchtower was nearly as bad as the
witch. The spells Xythor and Nyro had been using to wear down the wards were
progressive in nature—they remained active long after they’d been cast. Nyro
had stopped using them the moment the witch had first contacted her, but they
kept working. And the watchtower sorcerer simply refused to leave his post
while there was still work to do. But finally, the corrosive spells had run
their course and the oaf made his last repairs. 


Nyro had taken care of the boy’s carpet herself, forcing the
witch to incinerate it when no one was looking. Then on Dredmort’s command, the
girl’s demon had eliminated the shapeshifter’s. And the dragon had come to
their aid unbidden in taking out the little one’s. With the arrival of the
witch’s lover and the Shifari woman, the way was clear to take away the last
two and put the final phase of her plan into motion. 


Of course, things were not about to unfold the way Nyro had
led Dredmort to believe they would. The wizard expected that Nyro would teach
the girl how to open a portal she could use to bind her. He had expressed
concern that Nyro would overpower the girl in such a relationship, which, of
course, she would. But Nyro had assured him there was a way to prevent that,
keeping the girl in total control. And that was true, but it was something only
Nyro could initiate. And she had no intention of allowing the girl to bind her
in the first place. 


Nyro had discovered how to reverse her bond to Saliman all
those centuries ago, putting her in control. But not even she had been
able to escape that bond. Only her death had eliminated it; and having died,
she’d been released from her true name. No one could ever control her that way
again, and she wasn’t about to sacrifice her imminent freedom to become some
girl’s slave. 


The hours dragged by, the miles disappeared behind them, and
finally they reached Nyro’s temple in the southern Anthar mountains. The sun
was cracking the horizon as she dove, setting the carpet down by the base of
the steps. Getting to her feet and stretching the stiffness out of the witch’s
joints, she spotted the high priest rushing out to meet her, his flock close
behind. They all kneeled before her, bowing their heads to their god. 


“The time for my resurrection is upon us,” she told them.
“Rise, all of you, and take us to the gateway.” 


 


 










Chapter Thirty-two: Desperate Measures


 


Khaldun recounted everything he’d seen in Syllith’s
chambers, and what Battleaxe had told him. Allure, Semblant, and Mist listened
in stunned silence. 


“I can’t believe it,” Allure said when he was done, striding
off to the stairs. 


The other three followed her. Allure marched straight to
Syllith’s chambers, letting herself in and then viewing the events that had
transpired for herself. 


“And she accused me,” she said, shaking her head. “I knew
this bitch had to be the traitor.”


“But you saw her—she broke down after killing Enigma. Then
in an instant, she changed, smiling instead,” Khaldun pointed out. “There was
something wrong with her. Could Nyro have been controlling her somehow?” 


“I don’t see how,” Allure replied. “But either way, she must
be on her way to Shifar with Allison by now. We have to alert Salerna and
Azure.” 


They awoke the princess and her sorcerer, and the group
gathered in the private office inside Salerna’s chambers. 


“It’s difficult to believe that Syllith would betray us like
this,” said Azure, shaking his head. “But it’s clear that she has.” 


“And now we know what Dredmort was waiting for,” Salerna
said with a sigh. “They needed to draw Enigma into the conflict here to give
Syllith the opportunity to destroy the rest of the carpets. Now, we have no way
of stopping them from liberating Nyro.” 


“That might not be entirely true,” Azure told her. “The
dragon damaged my carpet badly enough to render it unusable, but only
incinerated a portion of it. I saved the rest.” 


“But how does that help us it if it won’t fly?” asked
Allure. 


“Normally, it takes days to create a new one,” Azure told
her. “The spells have to be applied in layers, and given time to fully seep
into the material. But if I bind the remains of my old carpet to a new one, it
may be capable of flight with a single application.” 


“We must make the attempt,” said Salerna. “As soon as it’s
ready, the five of you can fly to Nyro’s temple in Shifar and try to stop
them.” 


“We don’t know the temple’s precise location,” Khaldun
pointed out. 


“Didn’t you tell me it’s in the southern Anthars?” Salerna
asked. 


“Yes, but I don’t know where. Syllith learned the location
from the high priest of the Ohlam temple in Stoutwall, but never relayed the
information to me.” 


“Then we’ll have to go there to get it,” said Mist.


“Stoutwall is far out of the way. If we go there, we’ll
never make it to the temple in time,” said Azure.


“It seems that might be the case anyway,” said Allure.
“Syllith already has a significant head start. By the time you prepare the new
carpet, her lead will be even greater.” 


“Allison is their only sorcerer,” Azure replied. “Even with
a full load of mages calling air, they can only go so fast. As sorcerers, we’re
far stronger. There are eight of us here. If we all go, we should be able to
overtake them.” 


“Can you fit eight people on a carpet?” Allure asked
skeptically.


“I’ll use one of the larger ones,” Azure replied. “It can
seat a dozen people.” 


“That would deplete our forces here,” Salerna pointed out.
“And we still have a battle to fight. I’m sure Dredmort will have gone with
Syllith and Allison, but they’ll still have at least a few mages here plus
their wraiths.” 


“And Mira,” Khaldun added.


“We could keep Sage and Cyclone here along with the rest of
our mages,” said Azure. “With Allison and the dragons gone, they should be
strong enough to repel any magical attack.” 


“Very well,” said Salerna with a nod. “Then the five of you
and Spring can make the trip to Shifar.” 


“We still don’t know where the temple is,” Allure reminded
them. “Is it possible its location could be recorded in your library somewhere?”



“It may be,” Salerna said with a nod. 


“I’ll check there,” said Allure. 


“We should ask Sage, too,” said Mist. “She grew up in
Shifar.” 


“Let’s get to it,” said Salerna, getting to her feet. “The
fate of the entire continent now lies in our hands.” 


The group left Salerna in her chambers. Allure and Semblant
hurried off to the library, while Mist went to alert Spring, Cyclone, and Sage.
Azure headed down to his workshop in the castle’s basement, and Khaldun
returned to his chambers, pulling out his mirror to contact Jezebel. It took a
few tries, but finally her face appeared in the glass, her eyes heavy with
sleep. Khaldun apprised her of the situation. 


“I hope Azure can get that carpet to fly,” she said once
he’d finished. “The consequences will be dire if they manage to liberate Nyro.”



“Even if Azure succeeds, we still don’t know where to find
the temple,” he said. 


“But didn’t you tell me before that you knew its location?” 


“Only that it’s in the southern Anthars.” 


“But Allison described its exact position to me. I tried to
tell you, but you said you already knew.” 


“She did? Where is it?” 


“Hold on, I’m not sure if I remember…” 


“Jez, you must. We’re doomed if we can’t find it.” 


“She said something about two mountain peaks,” Jezebel said,
her brow furrowed in concentration. “She called them ‘the Twins,’ I think…” 


“Are you sure?” Khaldun asked, his heart suddenly racing. 


“No… No, it was ‘the Sisters’!” 


“You’re certain?” 


“Yes! She said they’d be taking her to a temple at the feet
of two peaks called ‘the Sisters’!” 


“Terrific! Your Highness, you are brilliant. Now, where
exactly can we find those peaks?” 


“I have no idea,” Jezebel said with a frown. “That’s all she
told me.” 


Khaldun nodded. “Hopefully that’s enough.” 


He bade the princess farewell and hurried back to Salerna’s
chambers, but the princess was gone. Instead, he ran down to the basement, and
after a few minutes, found Azure’s workshop. The sorcerer was hard at work on
the new carpet. He already had the remnants of his old one attached to a new
one. Salerna was there, patiently monitoring his progress. Sage, Mist, Spring, Allure,
and Semblant were there, too, staring at a map of Shifar they had laid out on a
table. Khaldun told them what he’d learned from Jezebel. 


“I know the Sisters,” Sage told them, pointing to a spot near
the northern end of Shifar, not far from the southern tip of the Great Desert.
“They’re here. The two tallest peaks in the southern Anthars. You’re sure
that’s where the temple lies?” 


“Yes, Jezebel first thought they were called the ‘Twins,’
but then remembered the correct name.” 


“Are there any other peaks called the ‘Twins’,” asked
Allure. 


“Not that I’m aware of,” Sage said with a frown. “It must be
the Sisters.” 


“That’s where we have to go, then,” said Khaldun. “How’s it
going with the carpet?” 


“You’d have to ask Azure,” Allure replied. “But I wouldn’t
recommend it. He became testy the last time I asked.” 


“Only because you’d already asked him six times,” Mist
pointed out with a grin. 


Allure rolled up the map and headed out with Semblant to
return it to the library. Khaldun sat down near Salerna, watching interestedly
as Azure worked on the carpet. The minutes dragged by, Allure and Semblant
returned, and still the sorcerer continued imbuing the fabric with his magic. 


The tension in the room became palpable as Azure cast his
spells. Khaldun could feel the power emanating from the sorcerer, but wondered
if it would be enough. It would have to be if they were to have any chance of
preventing Nyro from establishing a second reign of darkness. 


Precious minutes slipped by, and all eyes remained on Azure.
Khaldun could see the sweat forming on his brow. He was about to ask him if he
needed any help, but finally, Azure heaved a heavy sigh, gazing around at the
rest of them. 


“It’s as good as it’s going to get,” he told them. 


“As long as it’ll fly, that should be enough,” said Allure.


“That remains to be seen,” he replied with a grim smile.
“I’ll need to take it for a test flight before we set out.” 


The entire group went up to the roof. Azure took a seat on
the carpet and lifted off straight up in the air. He’d risen roughly twenty feet
when suddenly the carpet dropped. Khaldun and several of the others gasped, but
the sorcerer regained control only a few feet from the roof. He circled the
keep once, then landed again. 


“I’m not sure if it’ll make it very far,” he told them. “But
maybe with six of us working the spells, we might have a shot.” 


“We’ve got to try,” said Allure. “Let’s go.” 


Khaldun boarded the carpet with Azure, Allure, Semblant,
Mist, and Spring. Salerna and Sage wished them luck, then they lifted off.
Azure told them that it would take his full concentration to keep them
airborne, so the rest of them would have to call air to provide their forward
motion. And he asked Khaldun to navigate. 


“I didn’t get a great look at the map,” Khaldun told him. 


“Follow the river south to its end,” Allure told him. “Then
fly along the perimeter of the Great Desert. When you reach its southern tip,
head southeast and look for the two highest peaks when we reach the mountains.”



“All right,” Khaldun said, taking a deep breath. 


They rose high above the city, then Khaldun pointed them
south, and they flew as fast as they could. 


 


 










Chapter Thirty-three: Prophecy Fulfilled


 


The flight to Shifar was rough going. Several times, the
spells providing the carpet its ability to fly started unraveling, and they
dropped hundreds of feet. Azure managed to rebuild them each time, but the
experience was harrowing nonetheless. At the crack of dawn, they finally
spotted two enormous peaks rising above the surrounding mountains. Khaldun
steered them in that direction, and dove as they drew closer. There was a
structure nestled in the valley between the Sisters’ feet that could only be
the Temple of the Goddess. 


Khaldun set them down by the base of the steps leading into
the structure, and the six of them disembarked. Once Azure had tucked the
carpet into the void, they hurried into the building. Passing through an entry
hall, they moved into an enormous chamber with a carving of Nyro towering above
them on the far wall. There were bodies strewn about the chamber’s floor; they
had to be some of the monks. Khaldun wondered if Syllith had slain them—and if
so, why. 


Hurrying across the area, they emerged onto a balcony
overlooking a circular chamber beyond, with a stone table in the center, and
open to the elements at the rear. Many more bodies littered the floor below. 


They found steps at the end of the balcony leading down to
the open chamber, and hurried down them. There was a pathway leading from its
rear into the mountains. They followed its winding course until they reached a
sheer cliff face. Azure held out his hand for a moment, and part of the rock
wall vanished, revealing a metal door. The sorcerer tried opening it, but it
wouldn’t budge. He attempted a spell to unlock it, but this had no effect.
Finally, he closed his eyes, holding out both arms. Smoke rose from the metal
and it glowed red. After a minute, it started melting, forming a pool of magma
on the ground; Khaldun could feel the heat it was emitting. 


Once the way was clear, Azure leaped across the pool into
the tunnel beyond. The others followed him, and he called fire to light the
way. They hurried through the passage for many minutes, sunlight visible
through the far end. Making themselves invisible, they approached the opening.
Peering over Azure’s shoulder, Khaldun could see a ledge beyond overlooking the
land of Pytha far below. The elvish barrier formed a wall at the far edge,
extending in every direction, its surface crackling with energy. 


Allison was standing in the middle of the ledge, beams of
light emanating from both hands. A whirlpool had formed where the beams met the
barrier, the wall’s energy swirling around that focal point. Standing on either
side of Allison were Dredmort and Lane, and behind her was Syllith. 


Allure had moved up on Azure’s other side. Holding out one
hand, she tried hitting Allison with a sleep spell, but it struck a shield
protecting the four mages. Sensing the magic, Syllith turned, pointing her
staff, removing their invisibility spells and exposing them with an expression
of mild surprise. 


“I should have known you’d find a way here,” Syllith told
them, “but you’re too late.” 


“We’ve got to get through that shield spell,” Allure
whispered to the others. “Let’s all hit it with everything we can.” 


Allure, Azure, and Khaldun charged onto the ledge, Semblant,
Spring, and Mist right behind them. They unleashed a fury of fire and lightning
spells, and within moments, glowing cracks appeared along the shield’s surface.
The two wizards had turned, and along with Syllith reinforced their protective
spell. 


Allison continued working her magic, and the vortex in the
barrier grew larger and started spinning faster. The sorcerers kept up their
onslaught, finally overpowering Syllith, Dredmort, and Lane. The shield
shattered, and Allure tried her sleep spell again. Syllith canceled it, but
Khaldun and Semblant both hurled the same incantation. The witch canceled one,
but the other hit Allison. She crumpled to the ground, but it was too late. 


A black hole had opened at the center of the whirlpool, and
now a dark shadow oozed out of it. Growing twenty feet tall, it took human
shape and solidified. Khaldun and the others found themselves staring at Nyro,
giant and naked. 


The demon hit Spring with a bolt of lightning before any of
them could react. It threw the sorcerer into the cliff face; he fell to the
ground and didn’t move. Azure raised a shield spell around them, and Allure
tried to banish Nyro, but nothing happened. 


“She’s too strong!” Allure cried. 


Reaching out with one hand, Nyro hit Syllith with something
invisible. The witch rose a few feet in the air, her body going rigid, her face
registering shock. But then she floated down to the ground, her eyes closed as
her body began to glow. 


Next, Nyro removed Azure’s shield spell with a wave of her
hand. Suddenly, Semblant started screaming. He fell down, writhing on the
ground as the skin on his face and hands turned red and blistered. 


“NO!” Allure screamed, dropping to her knees beside him and
sobbing. But the sorcerer kept screaming as his flesh melted. Allure placed
both palms on his chest, her hands glowing bright for a moment, and Semblant
went still and quiet. 


Azure raised another shield spell, and Khaldun and Mist
reinforced it. 


“Allison hasn’t bound Nyro yet,” Khaldun told them. She was still
on the ground, Dredmort and Lane kneeling beside her. But she stirred as one of
them cast a spell to awaken her. “If I can get to her, I can move her into the
tunnel.” 


“Nyro will kill you if you move beyond the shield,” Azure
told him. 


“I might be able to distract her,” Mist said. “But you’ll
have to act fast—I doubt I’ll last too long.” 


She transformed into vapor before Khaldun could object.
Rushing toward the demon, Mist engulfed her face and torso in a thick fog.
Khaldun rushed toward Allison, but Dredmort held out his staff, encasing him in
a sheet of glowing energy. Khaldun removed his spell, then called the magical
force, knocking out Dredmort, and then Lane before he could react. The two
wizards dropped and Khaldun reached Allison. She was sitting up now, gazing
around her in terror. 


“What have I done?” she asked, tears in her eyes. “Did I release
Nyro?” 


“It wasn’t your fault,” Khaldun assured her. “Dredmort was
controlling you. But let’s go—we’ve got to get you out of here before they can
make you bind Nyro!” 


Khaldun helped Allison to her feet. There was an almighty
roar; looking up, Khaldun saw that Mist was bombarding Nyro with lightning
bolts. But at that moment, Nyro did something that moved the fog away from her.
The vapor coalesced, taking human shape, and Mist fell to the ground, moaning
in pain. 


Khaldun took Allison’s hand, leading her toward the tunnel
at a run. Allure was by Azure’s side now, and the two of them extended their
shield spell to include Khaldun and Allison. They moved toward Mist as Khaldun
and Allison reached the tunnel entry. Khaldun added his own power to the shield
spell.  


Someone screamed, and Khaldun realized that it was Syllith.
She was writhing on the ground and foaming at the mouth. But suddenly, Nyro
disappeared. 


“Stay alert!” Azure shouted at the others as he and Allure
reached Mist. “She could possess any one of us!”


Azure kneeled by Mist’s side, placing one hand on her head.
The sorcerer sat up, looking confused for a moment, but then their shield spell
disappeared. Mist’s eyes began glowing red and she roared; Nyro had possessed
her. Standing up, she blasted Azure and Allure away from her. Khaldun formed a
new shield spell around him and Allison. Turning toward the tunnel, Mist shot a
bolt of lightning at Khaldun. It hit his shield spell, collapsing it in one
shot. 


Khaldun hit Mist with the knockout spell, but it had no
effect. She strode toward them, suddenly taking Nyro’s appearance. Khaldun didn’t
want to harm Mist, but they were in trouble. He called fire, hurling a giant
bolt of lightning at her. Mist canceled it with a wave, locking eyes with
Khaldun and smiling. 


“I gave you a chance to join me, boy,” she told him, “but
you chose to squander it. Now, you will die.” 


Mist held her arms to her sides, both hands glowing red.
Khaldun could feel the energy in the air, but had no idea what she was doing.
He reformed his shield spell, but suddenly, a twister came out of nowhere,
hitting Mist and hurling her into the cliff face. 


Khaldun spotted Azure and Allure running over to them—one of
them must have called the twister. Syllith kept writing and screaming, and with
a gasp, Khaldun realized that the visible areas of her skin had turned golden
in color. Nyro had triggered her metamorphosis into a sorcerer. 


Azure and Allure reached the tunnel entry, but suddenly,
Allure dashed off again. She ran to Mist, who was struggling to get to her
feet. Nyro had left her body and disappeared again. With Allure’s help, Mist
made it over to the tunnel. 


“We’d better get out of here,” Azure said. 


But before they could move, Syllith rose to her feet and
roared. In a flash, her robes burned away, revealing that her transformation was
complete: her entire body was golden now, her eyes glowing red. Khaldun knew
that Nyro must have possessed her. She roared again, rising off the ground, her
arms held out to her sides. The ground shook, and the elvish barrier protecting
Pytha began to glow bright red. It started bubbling like boiling water, and the
lightning on its surface intensified. 


Several more tremors rocked the earth, each stronger than
the last, and suddenly a giant rift opened in the barrier. There was a roaring
sound and a tremendous gale as the air escaped Pytha. Dozens of shadows erupted
from the gap, swirling around Syllith, forming a tornado of demons. As the
seconds passed, the rift in the barrier grew, until finally enormous cracks
grew in its surface, spreading out in every direction. More and more demons
joined the maelstrom and the ground shook over and over again. 


Suddenly, the noise and fury subsided, leaving only a breeze
coming from Pytha. The barrier was gone, and the demons rose high into the sky
and disappeared to the east. Syllith returned to the ground, removing something
from the void and holding it in her hand. Khaldun realized it was the
pyramid—Warhammer hadn’t destroyed it, after all. 


There was a crackling noise, and Khaldun spotted a glowing
ball forming several feet in front of Syllith. It grew, quickly taking the
shape of a doorway. Staring through the opening, Khaldun could see a grassy
slope beyond—it was a portal to somewhere else. A strong wind was blowing
through it, and there was a scent that Khaldun recognized but couldn’t place. 


Azure and Allure both shot lightning bolts at Syllith, but
she’d cast a shield spell; their magic slammed into it without harming the
sorcerer. Syllith stepped through the portal, taking the pyramid with her. The
portal shrank in size, becoming a glowing ball again momentarily before
disappearing. A final gust of wind hit them, and Khaldun finally recognized the
smell: it was the sea. 










Chapter Thirty-four: Defeat


 


Mira woke the same way she had for the past several
mornings: with a sword point at her throat. Two soldiers were inside her tent
along with Gunthar. Getting to her feet, Mira left the tent with the men. The
sun had yet to rise, but already, the Foslander troops were forming ranks,
preparing for the day’s assault on Highgate. 


Most days, Mira had spotted Allison briefly as she exited
her tent, before they took her wherever they were positioning her, but she
caught no glimpse of her this morning. And as the army organized itself on the
battlefield, she realized that Dredmort and Lane were both missing as well. 


Before long, Mira mounted her horse and took her usual
position in the very middle of the Foslander troops. Gunthar accompanied her
today; sword at the ready, he ordered Mira to form her null to protect their
forces. Mira wanted nothing more than to defy him, but she couldn’t risk it.
She knew they would never invoke Allison’s true name, but there were plenty of
ways they could harm her if Mira refused to comply. And they’d already
displayed a willingness to carry out their threats. Exhausted as she was, she
expanded her null. 


The battle started, and Highgate’s mages tried a new tactic.
An orb of fire, more than thirty feet across, formed by the northern edge of
the battle. As it faded, Mira could see that it had incinerated everything
inside, leaving a crater in the ground. She hadn’t noticed who’d been inside
that space, but another orb formed nearby, engulfing one of Fosland’s witches,
along with several troops and two wraiths. When the fire within dissipated,
only the wraiths remained. 


Mira had seen this spell before in the battle that had taken
place in Stoutwall; Shatter had been the one to wield it then. Nobody had used
it here before, so Mira suspected it had to be one of the newcomers. Lane had
told her that Sage and Enigma had arrived, so it was probably one of them. 


Mira could see the mages on the castle’s roof, but couldn’t
make out who they were from this distance. There were fewer of them today. This
made her wonder. Had Dredmort finally taken Allison to Shifar? Were mages from
Highgate and the university pursuing them? 


Something powerful hit her null, snapping Mira out of her
reverie. She couldn’t tell for sure, but suspected the fire-orb thrower had
tried breaking through. The spell failed, as did the next few that the unknown
mage hurled at her null. 


Mira had an idea. If they had left for Shifar with
Allison, then they could no longer use threats against her to force Mira to
obey. She let her null contract to its normal size, then focused for a moment
and closed her channels of power. Moments later, an orb formed only a hundred
feet away, annihilating everything inside of it. 


Gunthar shouted obscenities at her, pressing the tip of his
blade into her neck and ordering her to reform her null. Mira refused. Gunthar broke
her skin with the sword, and she resisted the urge to scream. Another orb
formed, incinerating more soldiers. 


“I can still contact Dredmort by mirror,” Gunthar told her.
“Do as I say, or I’ll ask him to remove one of the girl’s fingers.” 


Mira glared at him, but with his free hand, he pulled a
small mirror out of his robes. She sighed, and was about to expand her null,
but then a twister formed in the midst of Fosland’s army, hurling soldiers
across the battlefield—and it was headed directly for them. Mira expanded her
null only enough to protect her horse. An instant later, the tornado hit them,
sending Gunthar flying. 


Several more fire orbs and twisters hit their army, and
nobody came to take Gunthar’s place. Mira rode forward, keeping her null only
large enough to protect her mount. She figured she could ride around the battle
and right into Highgate’s encampment. But several soldiers realized what she
was doing and moved toward her. One of them took her horse’s reins, and a
wraith came charging over to them. 


But suddenly, the monster screamed. The sound ended abruptly
as fire incinerated it. How had they accomplished this? The wraiths were
supposed to be impervious to magic. But one by one, the rest of them went up in
flames. Highgate’s mages continued inflicting mass casualties on the Foslander
army until finally, one of the remaining commanders surrendered to the Highgate
army. 


The soldiers around Mira lost interest in her, so she
resumed her course. The armies had mostly disengaged, with only isolated pockets
of fighting remaining. Mira navigated her way around those, headed straight for
the city’s main gates. Moments later, those gates opened, and she spotted
Cyclone emerging on horseback with an escort of a dozen soldiers. Mira met them
halfway. 


“Princess Salerna sent us to rescue you, my lady,” the
sorcerer told her. “If you’ll come with me?” 


Mira rode next to her, heading to the city. “We won?” 


“Yes, my lady,” Cyclone confirmed. “Once you eliminated your
null, Sage and I were able to go to work. It didn’t take very long to wear them
down after that.” 


“What happened to the wraiths? Did you two do that?” 


“No, my lady. Our magic had no effect on them.” 


“Then who eliminated them?” 


“I’m sorry, my lady, but we have no idea.” 


 


 










Chapter Thirty-five: Departures


 


“Where the hell did Nyro go?” Khaldun demanded. “How was she
able to do that?” 


“The pyramid is a portal,” Allure told him. 


“Yes, to the spirit realm,” he said, confused. 


“Not only there. Nyro could have used it to go anywhere in
the world.” 


“Then why didn’t Syllith use it to come here?” 


“She lacked the power. As do the rest of us. Only Nyro is
strong enough to use it that way. Possessing Syllith’s body, she was able to
project her full power into it.” 


Allure stepped over to Dredmort, lying on the ground nearby.
“He’s got something tucked into the void,” she told the others. Reaching out
with one hand she pulled the stolen carpet out of oblivion. 


“That’s our ride home,” Azure said with a grin.


Allure handed it to him, then took a knee next to the
wizard. She placed her hand on his forehead, a glow emanating from her fingers.
Allure got to her feet as Dredmort sat up and gasped. Taking in his
surroundings, he scrambled away, trying to grab his staff. But Allure held out
one hand and it went up in flames, turning to ash and blowing away on the wind.



“What is Nyro’s plan?” Allure demanded. 


Dredmort scowled at her. “I’ll tell you nothing.” 


“Wrong,” Allure said with a seductive smile. She held out
one hand again, and the wizard’s expression went blank. Khaldun suspected she
was using the same spell Dredmort had used on Allison and her conjurnor. “What
is Nyro’s plan?” she asked again. “Where did she go?” 


“I don’t know.” 


“Did you know she was going to leave like that?” 


“No.” 


“What did you believe would happen here?” 


“Allison was supposed to bind Nyro to become a necromancer.”



“Did you know Nyro could use the portal to go somewhere
else?” 


“No. I thought it was only a gateway to the spirit realm.” 


Allure took a deep breath, gazing around at the others. 


“How can we destroy the wraiths?” Azure asked. 


“Behead them and burn the corpses to ash,” Dredmort replied.



“There’s no way to eliminate them with magic?” 


“No.” 


“Are they bound to you like sorcerers?” Allure asked. 


“Yes.” 


“Can you destroy them by invoking their true names?” she
asked. 


Dredmort hesitated for a moment, but said, “Yes.” 


“Do it.” 


“But… I…” 


Allure held out both hands; Khaldun suspected she was
reinforcing her spell.


“Invoke the wraiths’ true names. End them.” 


Dredmort complied. One by one, he spoke the names. Azure
used his mirror to communicate with Salerna. She confirmed that the wraiths were
gone, and he told her what had happened with Nyro. 


Allure released Dredmort from her spell. He lunged at her,
but Allure called air, suspending him a few feet off the ground. The wizard
remembered what she’d made him do and wanted revenge. 


“You are the king of Fosland,” Allure told him with a smile.
“But you have failed. Highgate has defeated your army and eliminated the rest
of your mages.” Dredmort’s eyes flitted to Allison. “No, you’ve lost her, too.
We reassigned her bond right before killing Henry.” 


Dredmort’s face registered shock then skepticism. “You’re
lying.” 


“I’m not, but I don’t care if you believe me.” Turning to
Allison, she said, “Would you like the honor of disposing of this one?” 


Allison looked from Allure to Dredmort, but shook her head,
casting her gaze down at the ground. 


“Very well,” Allure said with a shrug. Calling fire, she
incinerated Dredmort from within, letting his charred corpse fall. She killed
Lane the same way without bothering to wake him first. 


Moving to the edge of the shelf, Khaldun gazed out across
the land of Pytha. When he’d visited the watchtower, it had been impossible to
see the surface through the cloud cover. But now he had a clear view. He could
see an abandoned city in the distance and realized that its inhabitants must
have been killed when the elves established their wards all those centuries
ago. 


Turning toward the others, he spotted Syllith’s staff lying
on the ground. As he picked it up, he found her mirror, too, and pocketed it. 


“When I transformed, I had no magic until Raphael performed
a rite to transfer the power from my staff to my body,” Khaldun said to Azure.
“Would Syllith be powerless if Nyro left her body?” 


“She’d regain her magic eventually,” Azure replied. “The
rite only accelerates the process.” 


Khaldun nodded and tucked Syllith’s staff into the void. He
didn’t know what he’d do with it, but it felt wrong to leave it here. 


Allure kneeled next to Semblant, taking one of his hands in
hers and sobbing. Then she moved his body into the void. Once she’d done the
same with Spring, she told the others, “At least I can make sure they get a
proper burial.” 


Azure nodded and said, “Let’s get back to Highgate.” 


Khaldun followed Azure, Allure, Mist, and Allison through
the tunnel, and back up to the temple. They continued through the building and
down the front steps, then Azure removed the good carpet from the void. They
each took a seat, and Azure launched them high into the sky. The other three
called air to increase their speed, and they made it back to Highgate several
hours later. Azure circled the plain once, and Khaldun could see that Highgate’s
army was escorting the Foslander forces away from the city. 


Azure set them down on the keep roof. Salerna was waiting
there for them, along with Cyclone, Sage, and Mira. Getting to his feet,
Khaldun embraced Mira, holding her tight for a minute. He felt tears of relief
streaming down his cheeks. Releasing her, he saw that she was crying, too. They
hugged again, and Mira told him about her rescue. 


Salerna led them inside and they gathered in her conference
room. She gave them a brief summary of the events that had transpired and told
them that she’d sent the Foslanders home, instructing her own troops to escort
them as far as the border to make sure they didn’t cause any more trouble.
“Henry conscripted most of those men. They had no choice but to serve. There is
no reason to punish them further.” 


“What will happen to Fosland and its occupied territories
now?” asked Khaldun. 


“That’s a decision for the university to make,” Salerna
said, gazing at Allure and Sage. “What will you do now?” 


“We’ll have to rebuild,” Allure said with a sigh. 


“It will take time, but we will do it,” Sage agreed.
“Fosland’s occupied princedoms will be restored to the rightful people. Some of
the rulers have survived in exile. For the rest, their heirs will take over.” 


“We’ll have to install someone new in Fosland,” Allure
added. “One of the princedom’s lords or ladies most likely.” 


Salerna nodded. “Do we have any idea where Nyro went?”


“There’s no way to know,” Allure told her. “With her full
power restored, she could have used the pyramid to go anywhere in the world.” 


“I smelled the sea,” Khaldun told them. “When she opened
that portal, there was an ocean breeze coming through it.” 


“That narrows it down, but there are still hundreds of
places she could be,” Azure pointed out. 


Salerna sighed. “I’m afraid her plans will become clear
sooner than we’d like.” 


Khaldun and Mira went to visit Battleaxe after the meeting.
She’d been sleeping when they arrived, but woke up at the sound of their
voices. Battleaxe was eager to leave the infirmary, but she seemed weak. The
healer told them that she should make a full recovery as long as she rested.
Battleaxe wanted to know what had happened at Nyro’s temple. Khaldun started
telling her, but she fell asleep before he could finish.


Salerna held a feast in the great hall that evening. Khaldun
and Mira attended along with the remaining university mages. Only Allison was
absent. Khaldun ate and drank with the others, celebrating their victory over
Fosland. But their loss to the greater enemy hung over the gathering like a
shadow. Nobody spoke of Nyro, but Khaldun knew that she was on the mind of
every person in that room. And on top of that dread, Khaldun mourned all the
people they’d lost. Enigma, Warhammer, Vision, Semblant, Spring, and Intuit had
paid the ultimate price, not to mention thousands of soldiers. And for what?
Yes, they’d defeated Fosland and killed Henry, Dredmort, and the wraiths. But
ultimately, this battle had been nothing but a pointless distraction, enabling
Nyro to liberate herself. 


Khaldun and Mira left the feast early. They went upstairs
and found Allison in her room. Her eyes were red and puffy. Mira embraced her,
and Allison cried. Khaldun was worried about her. The spell Dredmort had used
to control her could cause madness—and he’d used it many times.


“You’re still blaming yourself?” Khaldun asked as they each
took a seat around the little table in her room. “For Nyro’s escape?” 


“Not only that,” Allison said with a sniffle. “I killed
people. Vision and Intuit. But others too—people in the city whose faces I
never saw, and whose names I never knew.” 


“But you didn’t do any of that!” Mira told her.
“Dredmort did it through you, and there was no way you could have stopped him.”



Allison sobbed. “But I remember doing all of it. I tried to
resist, but I wasn’t strong enough. What use is it being a sorcerer if anyone
else can use me that way?” 


“You’re still a new sorcerer,” Khaldun reminded her. “That
gives you certain abilities that no normal mage could ever possess. But
Dredmort was one of the most powerful wizards who ever lived, which enabled him
to overpower you.” 


They sat up late with Allison, first trying to console her,
then doing everything they could to get her mind off of recent events. But
Allison grew tired and wanted to go to bed. They bade her goodnight and retired
to Khaldun’s room. 


Khaldun and Mira stripped out of their clothes and bathed
together, then went to bed and made love over and over again. Finally spent,
they lay in each other’s arms. 


“I’m so sorry we couldn’t rescue you sooner,” Khaldun told
her. “I wanted to so desperately, but—” 


Mira pressed a finger to his lips. “They would have killed
you. I’m glad you didn’t try it.” 


“But it must have been awful for you. Being forced into
service like that.” 


“Allison had it much worse than I did. They couldn’t make me
kill anyone—all I did was stop people from being killed magically. That’s not
so bad.” 


Well, I’m glad it’s over. And you and Allison are both safe.”
Khaldun took a deep breath. “What will you do now? It sounds like Allure and
Sage will return to the university with the other governors and start
rebuilding. Do you want to go back?” 


“I don’t think so,” Mira said with a sigh. “I’ve already
learned as much as I can. I’m a null; my powers are pretty limited. I was
hoping to go back to Spanbrook… if that’s all right with you.” 


Khaldun grinned. “Hmm… I’ll have to think about it and get
back to you.” Mira poked him in the ribs. “I’m kidding, of course. I was hoping
you’d return with me. And perhaps we can finally marry when we get there.” 


“I would like that very much,” she replied with a smile. 


They made love once more and then went to sleep. 


The next morning, Khaldun and Mira went to breakfast with
Allison. They discussed their plans as they ate. Allison didn’t want to return
to the university, either. It would take them ages to rebuild, she pointed out.
And now that she was bound to Jezebel, she wanted to return to Spanbrook. 


Khaldun and Mira went to visit Azure in his workshop after
breakfast. Khaldun asked him if he’d be willing to make him a new carpet. 


“Sure, I can do that,” he said with a grin, “but it’ll take
a few days to do it properly. What are you going to do with Mira, though? She
can’t fly…” 


“I was thinking about this,” said Khaldun. “Magic doesn’t
work on her directly. But as long as she closes her channels of power, it does
work around her. We can enclose her inside an invisibility spell, for example. 


“Flying a carpet requires calling air. But the air spells
aren’t operating directly on the passengers, right?” 


“I see where you’re going with this,” Azure said with a nod.
“The magic makes the carpet fly, but it’s the carpet holding up the people.” 


“Exactly,” Khaldun agreed, grinning at Mira. 


“But you still use earth spells to secure the people to the
carpet,” she pointed out. “And that wouldn’t work on me. Flying without
that would be extremely dangerous—one quick maneuver and I could plummet to my
death.” 


“But with some rope, we could tie you to the thing,” Khaldun
suggested. 


“Hold on,” said Mira. “Even if I agree to this, we’re going
to have to test Azure’s idea first.”


“Let’s do it,” Azure said. 


The three of them headed up to the keep roof. Azure unfurled
the carpet they’d recovered from Dredmort, and he and Mira each took a seat.
Azure lifted them only a foot into the air, but it worked. Mira could fly. But
as he moved around the area, he made a sharp turn, and Mira toppled off the
carpet. 


Over the next few days, Azure made Khaldun a carpet with
leather straps they could use to secure Mira. He included a set of harnesses
and a rope they could use to physically tether Mira to Khaldun. But in the end,
they decided they wanted to make the journey back to Spanbrook on the ground.
They felt this would give them some time alone together before returning to the
castle. 


Azure returned Sage’s carpet to her, too, explaining that he
was making himself a new one. Khaldun and Sage made a couple of trips to ferry
the mages back to the university. Khaldun offered to help transport the
students back from Arthos, but Allure and Sage told him that would have to
wait. They wanted to have the dormitory buildings rebuilt first. 


Khaldun bade them farewell, and was about to take off again,
but Allure pulled him aside. 


“I wanted to tell you I’m sorry about everything that happened
with Syllith,” she told him. “I’ve had some time to consider it and I don’t
believe she was acting of her own free will. Nyro must have found some way to
control her. Perhaps it was through the artifact, after all.” 


“I believe so, too,” Khaldun said with a sigh. “But it
couldn’t have been the artifact. I experienced the force of Nyro’s will through
that thing firsthand, and although it was incredibly difficult to resist, thought
was the only thing she could project. But Syllith did tell me that Nyro hit her
with a bolt of energy the first time she visited the Temple of the Goddess. I
believe Nyro must have used that to take control somehow.” 


“That would make more sense,” Allure agreed. 


“I’m surprised you weren’t able to detect anything when you
probed her mind at the Black Dragon.” 


“Unfortunately, my mind reading abilities are limited in
scope,” Allure reminded him. “I can sense what drives a person, and their
magical potential, but not much beyond that.”


“What made you change your mind?” he asked. “I know you were
suspicious of Syllith all along.” 


“Enigma,” she said, a tear slipping down her cheek. “Syllith
and I never got along well, but I know how much she loved him. That much I
could sense. And there’s no way she could have done that to him. It had to be
Nyro.” 


Khaldun thought back to the poison Syllith had always kept
on hand, and knew she had to be right. He opened his mouth to reply, but found
that he couldn’t get the words out. His eyes welled up with tears. Allure gave
him a sultry smile, stroking his cheek with one hand. 


“I’m sorry, too,” he said finally. “For suspecting you, and…
about Semblant.” 


Allure hesitated for a moment, then said, “Thank you.”
Khaldun had a feeling she’d been about to say something else, but then thought
better of it. 


“I wanted to ask you about Allison,” he said. 


“What about her?” 


“That spell Dredmort used to control her could make her go
mad. Is there anything we can do to reverse its effects?” 


Allure shook her head. “She’s a sorcerer. Those spells don’t
affect us that way. Something about the metamorphosis fortifies our minds
against that kind of damage.” 


Khaldun sighed with relief. “Thank you.” 


“We’ll see you soon, sorcerer,” she said with a wink before
walking back to the others. 


Khaldun flew Allison to Spanbrook the next day. He’d used
his mirror to let Jezebel know when they’d be arriving, and they found her
waiting in the courtyard. Jezebel ran over to them the moment the carpet
touched down, gathering Allison in her arms and crying tears of joy. Allison returned
her embrace, then kissed her passionately. Witnessing their reunion caused
Khaldun’s heart to swell, and he found himself tearing up, too. Prior to the
events of recent days, this was an event he never thought he’d witness. 


Khaldun stayed the night in Spanbrook, and then returned to
Highgate. After dinner that evening, Salerna summoned Khaldun and Mira to her
conference room. They arrived to find the princess sitting at the head of the
table, Azure to her right. She invited Khaldun and Mira to take the two seats
to her left. 


“I understand the two of you will be departing for Spanbrook
in the morning,” she said once they’d sat down. “And I wanted to give you a
message to take to Princess Jezebel.” 


“We’ve still got our mirrors,” Khaldun told her, reaching
into his pocket. “I’m sure she’d be happy to speak to you directly, if you’d
like.” 


“No, no,” said Salerna, “it’s nothing so urgent. But you and
I both know that we haven’t seen the last of Nyro and her Sacred Circle. We
have no way of knowing precisely what she’s planning, but I have no doubt it
will involve reestablishing her empire. 


“I have already held discussions with Sage and Allure, and
we have agreed to form an alliance to resist Nyro when the time comes. With
three sorcerers in its service, Spanbrook is poised to reclaim its status as
the greatest power in northern Dorshire. And I understand that Princess Jezebel
has taken steps to collaborate with her neighbors and hire the Eagle Company to
help raise and train an army.” 


“How do you know about that?” Khaldun asked with a grin. “Is
the looking glass working again?”


“Alas, no,” she said, returning his smile. “Syllith told me
about it in the days leading up to the battle here. But we would ask you to
extend an invitation to Princess Jezebel to join our alliance.” 


“Of course,” Khaldun replied. “I have no doubt she’ll
accept.” 


“Excellent. I’m sure we can count on Augustine and Stoutwall
to join us as well,” said Salerna. “I will be sending Azure to Okset and
Bayfast to try and establish relations there, as well. And I’d like to suggest
that Princess Jezebel reach out to Keepstone and the Bastion. The more
princedoms we can rally together, the better our chances will be against Nyro.”



“I will deliver the message to Her Highness,” Khaldun
agreed. “But where are Okset and Bayfast?” 


“Shifar,” Mira told him. “Okset was the capital of the
ancient kingdom. Your Highness, what about Hido? It might help to bring them
into the fold as well.” 


“Yes,” Salerna said with a sigh. “It is our understanding
that the city has fallen into corruption, but we will make an attempt.” 


“Hido?” Khaldun asked with a grin. 


“The ancient capital of Kong,” Mira replied. 


“Jezebel and I met a ship’s captain who told us that pirates
rule the sea around Kong, and that gangs had overrun the cities,” Khaldun told
them. 


“We have heard such reports as well,” Salerna replied. 


“It might also be helpful to find the dragon lords,” Mira
suggested. “I’d never heard of the beasts being used in battle before, but they
were quite effective.” 


“I know where they are,” said Azure. 


Salerna nodded. “Very well. We will approach them as well.
Please, let us know Princess Jezebel’s response. We look forward to working
with her.” 


The following morning, Khaldun set out on horseback with
Mira. They rode through Stoutwall and crossed the Torsa, then made their way
north through Dorshire. They took their time, staying up every night to gaze at
the stars and make love and rising late every morning. 


But finally, one sunny afternoon, Spanbrook came into view,
the castle’s towers rising high above the town. Khaldun has used his mirror to
let Jezebel know to expect their arrival that day. But he hadn’t expected the
hero’s welcome she provided. The whole town greeted them as they rode up the
main road, and all the castle’s inhabitants came out to welcome them. 


Jezebel held a feast in the great hall that evening to honor
Allison, Khaldun, and Mira for the contributions they’d made to Henry’s
downfall. After dinner, she announced that she and Allison would be marrying in
two weeks’ time. Khaldun held his breath for a moment, wondering how people
would react. But the whole room erupted in cheers, the people getting to their
feet and drinking to their princesses’ health. 


 


 


 










Chapter Thirty-six: Nightmare


 


Khaldun stood on his tower’s roof, gazing out across the
courtyard and Spanbrook Town beyond, awash in the moonlight. It wasn’t too
late, but he found himself growing sleepy. Jezebel was next to him, leaning on
a crenellation. 


It had already been a month since his return to the castle
with Mira, but so much had happened that they were still taking time to digest
it all. Jezebel visited him in his tower daily to discuss the events that had
taken place and to plan for their future. 


Jezebel and Allison had had their wedding in the courtyard.
The town’s citizens had turned up in droves to witness the ceremony. All of the
princess’s vassals had attended, and each of the neighboring princedoms had
sent representatives—except Wayland, of course. 


Elijah had refused to perform the ceremony, insisting that
two women marrying violated the “natural law” established by the one true God.
So, Camilla took his place. Jezebel and Allison hadn’t minded; there was a long
tradition of mages conducting weddings that predated Unitarianism by many
centuries. 


Allison and Jezebel had both looked beautiful in their
wedding gowns. Jezebel told Khaldun that the scene precisely matched the vision
she’d seen in the looking glass. So far, all but one of the events she’d
foreseen had come to pass. 


Khaldun and Mira were married a week later. They’d discussed
it at length, and decided that they wanted a private ceremony. Allison knew a
charming little spot deep in the forest north of town where a waterfall spilled
into a lake. So, the princesses had trekked out there along with Khaldun, Mira,
and Camilla, and the witch had performed the ceremony for them. 


Before leaving Highgate, Khaldun had made sure to link his
mirror to Allure’s, Sage’s, and Azure’s, so they were able to stay in contact
with both the university and Highgate. Since then, Sage had expressed concern
that Spanbrook now harbored three sorcerers. But Allison and Khaldun were both
bound to Jezebel, and Mira couldn’t be bound and was now married to
Khaldun, so while the remaining governors didn’t approve of the arrangement,
neither did they plan on forcing the issue. Sage hinted that Allure had been
very influential in their decision to let it be. 


After everything Khaldun had seen in the conflict with
Fosland, he could understand their concern. But Jezebel was no Henry, so he
knew they had nothing to worry about. 


Jezebel’s messenger had finally returned after finding the
Eagle Company in southern Maeda. Their captain had expressed interest in taking
on a contract with Spanbrook and its neighboring princedoms, so Khaldun would
be flying there soon with Badrick to negotiate terms. 


And as Khaldun had expected, Jezebel enthusiastically
accepted Salerna’s invitation to join the alliance preparing to resist Nyro.
Salerna had enlisted Stoutwall, and sent Azure to open a dialog with the rulers
in Okset and Bayfast. They hadn’t contacted Hido or the dragon riders yet, but
that was next. And Khaldun and Badrick would be making stops at Keepstone and
the Bastion on the return trip from their meeting with the Eagle Company. 


Jezebel had big plans for the region, and the mercenaries
would have a large role to play, in the beginning at least. There had been no
whisper of news about Nyro or her plans, but Jezebel and Khaldun felt certain
they hadn’t seen the last of her. And Jezebel wanted to be ready for the
necromancer’s eventual return. Ultimately, she hoped to reestablish the old
kingdom, but through diplomacy instead of conquest. They had established a
mutual defense treaty with their neighbors and agreed to hire the Eagle Company
collectively. They would use them to train a standing army that would defend
the entire group. Jezebel hoped this could lead to greater unity in the future
and plant the seeds for a new kingdom. 


“Looking back, it seems like Henry was nothing but a pawn
all along,” Jezebel commented. “It’s as if he was a puppet and Nyro was pulling
his strings. I wonder how much control she had over his actions.” 


“It’s hard to know,” Khaldun replied. “They were in direct
contact once Dredmort obtained the first pyramid. But it wouldn’t surprise me
if Nyro had found ways to influence him and Henry long before that.” 


Jezebel nodded, and they were quiet for a minute. “What
exactly happened with Syllith?” she asked. “I know you’ve told me, but I can’t
recall. Did she bind Nyro in the end?” 


“I don’t think so,” said Khaldun. “I believe Nyro possessed
her. She probably needed a body to create the portal.” 


“A sorcerer’s body,” Jezebel added. 


“Yes,” Khaldun agreed. “That was the only way she could
channel her full power into our world.”


“I wonder how much awareness Syllith has of her situation,”
she said. “She must be suffering knowing what Nyro made her do.” 


“I don’t know,” Khaldun said with a shrug. “I miss her. But
I fear Nyro will kill her once she outlives her usefulness. Wherever they might
be.” 


They were silent for a few more minutes. Finally, Jezebel
stretched and yawned and said, “Well, I think it’s time for bed.” 


The two of them returned to the keep, arm in arm, and
Jezebel walked him up to his chambers. They said goodnight, and she kissed him
on the cheek before heading up the corridor to the master suite. 


Inside, Khaldun found Mira and Allison sitting on the window
seat together, laughing hysterically. He also spotted several empty bottles of
mead nearby. Though they’d been kept apart for most of it, the ordeal they’d each
endured in captivity had forged a strong bond between the two, and since Mira’s
return, they’d been spending a lot of time together. Khaldun was glad they had
each other. The two of them finally calmed down enough to notice Khaldun standing
there. 


“What’s so funny?” he asked with a grin, finding their
laughter contagious. Mira tried to reply, but then slipped into another fit of
giggles. 


“Where’s my wife?” Allison demanded, a hiccough belying her
suddenly-serious tone. 


“I believe she’s retired for the evening, Your Highness,” he
told her. 


Allison snorted. “I’m not a highness anymore. I believe you
require some mead.” She uncorked a bottle and handed it to him. 


“Ah, but you are again, now that you’re married,” he said,
taking a swig. He sat down next to Mira, putting one arm around her midsection.
She turned and kissed him. 


They stayed up drinking and chatting and laughing, but
finally it grew quite late, and Allison decided to go to bed. She bade them
goodnight, but stopped at the door and said, “Thank you, Khaldun.” 


“For what, Your Highness?” 


“For saving me. Again.” 


Khaldun nodded, and Allison left their chambers. 


“Thank you for saving me, too,” Mira said, kissing him. 


“I didn’t, though,” he replied, confused. 


“Of course, you did,” she insisted. “You brought me here and
married me. Now, after all this time, my life is finally my own.” 


“Fair enough,” he said, kissing her back. 


They disrobed, blew out the oil lamps, and went to bed. Mira
lay in Khaldun’s arms, and he started dozing off almost immediately. 


“Allison’s still having nightmares,” Mira told him. 


“Huh?” Khaldun said, starting awake. 


“Mostly they’re about the demon that haunted her here in
Spanbrook. But now she also dreams about our captivity in the Darkhold. And Dredmort
forcing her to kill people. But she had a nightmare about Highgate, too.” 


“About Highgate?” Khaldun repeated. 


“Yes. She saw the city ablaze, and the crystal tower
toppling over. Do you think that could have been a prophetic vision?” 


Khaldun took a deep breath. “It very well might have been.
Jezebel saw the same thing in the looking glass—as did Salerna.” 


Mira shivered. “That may be a fate we can’t escape.” 


“Perhaps. But at least we’ll face it together.” 


 


 










Epilogue


 


Allure walked with Sage, surveying the buildings of the
university’s central quad. Some of the cottages had survived the battle, so the
remaining mages were living in those while the workers rebuilt the major
structures. They’d finished the new roofs on the quad, and were now restoring
the interiors. After that, they’d get to work on new mansions for the
governors. 


“I was thinking that we should invite Battleaxe and her
conjurnor to join the council,” said Sage. “The board of governors didn’t
always consist of twelve mages, but it’s never had fewer than six before this.
Battleaxe has served for many years with distinction and loyalty, particularly
in the recent conflict. Adding them will get us back up to six.” 


“I agree,” Allure said without hesitation. “How would you
feel about adding Cyclone, Mist, and their conjurnors, too?” 


“Are you serious?” asked Sage, looking at her askance. “Here
I was, thinking you’d object to Battleaxe. I never thought you’d agree
to the others.” 


“I have nothing against them,” Allure said with a shrug. “On
the contrary, I think they’ve earned it. But perhaps we can bring our number
back up to twelve.” 


“How? Cyclone and Mist are the only other sorcerers we
have.” 


“That’s not quite true,” Allure replied, shooting Sage a
grin. “Come with me.” 


Allure led her past the rear corner of the quad to the
seven-sided tower. 


“Am I finally about to learn the purpose of this structure,
after all these years?” Sage asked. 


Allure made no reply. Lifting her arms to her sides, she
spoke an incantation, then said, “Enter.” 


Sage gazed at her for a moment, one eyebrow raised, then
walked through the building’s brick wall. Allure followed her inside. Endless
darkness extended in every direction, and only the stone floor was visible. Lying
there was a naked body, emitting a faint, golden glow. 


“You told me he was dead,” Sage said, taking in their
surroundings. 


“He was,” Allure confirmed. “But I was able to take steps to
preserve him before it was too late.” 


“You brought him back from the dead?” 


“I did not,” Allure replied, locking eyes with her. 


“Then I don’t understand,” said Sage. “He’s breathing. That
would seem to imply that he’s alive…” 


“There’s someone I’d like you to meet,” Allure said, taking
Sage’s hand in hers. 


Sage held her gaze for a moment longer, then looked around
in confusion. But then a golden spark appeared, flitting toward them and
growing, finally taking human shape. No features were visible, only the glowing
outline of a female form. 


“Shadow?” said Sage, a quaver in her voice. 


There was a sound of tinkling bells, and the being said, “Welcome,
Sage. It’s a pleasure to finally meet you. We have much to discuss.” 


 


To
be continued…


 


Thanks for
reading—what’s next?


1.    
Get Your FREE Novella! Get your FREE novella, Mage’s Bane,
and receive information about new releases and promotional offers on books!

Just click here! 


 


2.    
Order Book Four on Amazon! You can purchase the next book in
the series on Amazon. 

Just click here! 


 


3.    
Review the book! Fewer than 1% of readers leave reviews, but
they’re so important. If you’d take a moment to review Sorcerer, I would
greatly appreciate it! 

Just click here! 
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